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Preface 


She’s an enigma. 

She's an enigma wrapped in a mystery. 

With a shapeless, tasteless hat clamped to her head. 

She's an enigma wrapped in a mystery, with a shapeless, tasteless 
hat clamped to her head and she's puffing on a gold-tipped black 
Sobranie. 

And she drives a big red double-decker bus, ostensibly bound for 
Putney Common. 

She's an enigma wrapped in a mystery, with a shapeless, tasteless 
hat, puffing a gold-tipped black Sobranie, swigging Bombay Sapphire 
with lime, hunching at the wheel of a big red double-decker bus, 
ostensibly bound for Putney Common. 

Except it's not. She's been to Putney Common precisely once and 
that was by accident. That was when she picked up Tom, who is now 
her best friend. He got on the bus mistakenly thinking it was bound 
for Putney Common. 

Tom is swigging Bombay Sapphire too, and puffing on a black 
Sobranie. He isn't wearing a shapeless, tasteless hat or a tiger skin 
coat, though. For travelling around the multiverse he favours jeans 
that hang (as Iris puts it) halfway down his arse, Tom is twenty-three 
and Iris has the nerve to suggest he dresses too young for his age. 
At twenty-three he is about one-fortieth of Iris's age. But he doesn't 
point this out to her, or the unsuitability of her own improbable outfits. 
Or her silvery-green eyeshadow. 

They rub along okay together. 

They like similar music, blasting out of the speakers as the bus 
trundles on its curiously transdimensional way. They are both very 
fond of the work of Cilia Black, Dusty Springfield, Scott Walker and 
the Stones. At this point in their very complicated lives the two of 
them have been travelling and adventuring together for about a year. 
None of the really huge arguments have broken out between them 
yet. We're still a couple of years away from the time when Tom will 
storm off the bus - in a terrible fit of pique - intending never to clap 
eyes on his mysterious friend ever again. 

This is well before that. 
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A charmed period. A golden age of adventure. A time when Iris 
and Tom are quite happily rattling about the place, living out this 
series of extraordinary stories, and most often coming out on top... 


Paul Magrs Manchester, December 2004 
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Most Horrid 


Justin Richards 


The disadvantage was that, while they were recording, she would 
have to sort out her own make-up and hair. There was always a 
trade-off, Felicity Browning knew. But she sighed anyway and 
guessed she would just have to cope without Mildred in her usual 
unflustered and professional manner. 

‘Right, Peter,’ she called as Mildred finished fixing her hair. ‘Let's 
get the Intro over and done with shall we?' 

‘Okay, Fliss,’ Pete called back from the next room. 

‘You get along, Mildred. We shan't be needing you again until ... 
You know.’ Fliss gave her make-up lady a big wink and handed her 
back the towel that had been draped so unbecomingly over her 
shoulders. Mildred was a bit dowdy and she was certainly looking her 
middle age. Greying and wrinkled round the eyes. But the woman 
worked wonders with Fliss's complexion and her split ends. Strange 
that she didn't seem interested in tidying herself up a hit. But then 
she was married and she was behind the cameras not in front of 
them. So it probably wasn't worth the hassle. And for Fliss, she was a 
treasure. 

‘Oh, and you'd better tidy away your stuff before we start. We need 
this place looking grim and dusty and macabre. It is the room where 
the murder happened, after alll.’ 

Mildred nodded. 'If | fall off that ladder; she said, 'I'll sue.’ 

Fliss smiled understandingly. 'We're insured,’ she lied. 'I must 
remember to move the biscuit tin.’ 

Pete had the camera set up in what had been the living room. He 
was still muttering about there being no decent lighting, and how he 
had to do the sound himself, and why was he working for such a 
cheapskate outfit that couldn't afford a proper crew. 

"You know you love the challenge; Fliss said, switching on one of 
her stunning smiles. She patted him gently on the shoulder. 'And you 
know | just depend on you so much, darling.’ 

Peter grunted. 'Don't see why Greg can't help out. Rather than 
hiding in a cupboard.’ 
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Fliss waved at him to be quiet, looking round. 'You know why; she 
hissed. 'And don't give the old man any clues, I'm warning you. This 
has to be absolutely genuine. Anyway, it isn't a cupboard. It's a 
butler's pantry.’ 

Pete raised an eyebrow. 'Oh, yeah? Big cupboard then.’ 

She ignored this. 'Right, are you set up and ready to go?’ 

‘Need to check the levels. So long as you're standing still it should 
be okay. We can drop inserts in afterwards in the edit.’ 

‘Good.’ 

Pete frowned at his light meter, then stuffed it back into the pocket 
of his jeans. 'Are you sticking to the script, or winging it?’ Pete 
wondered. 

She smoothed back her immaculate black hair. 'What do you 
think?’ 

‘I'll be ready in case you start wandering about then. Where's Mr 
Harris?’ he went on before she could respond. ‘Don't want him 
blundering in and ruining the take.’ 

‘Stanley is in the bedroom, setting up the old recording gear. He 
knows to stay put.’ 

Pete was staring at the screen on the camera, adjusting settings 
and focus. 'Right you are, Fliss. Hey, you don't think we'll really get 
spooked out, do you?’ 

She glared at him. 

'Up to speed. Clap your hands.’ 

She clapped, rolling her eyes as usual at the fact they couldn't 
afford a board. Never mind those nice new ones with LED read-outs 
and time codes and everything. Even an old fashioned clapper with a 
chalkboard on it would do. Most Horrid? Most cheap, more like. 

Trademark smile fixed in place, Fliss started her intro. 


The Isle of Comarth. Barely three acres of woodland in the middle 
of Lake Tamertie. The only contact with the outside world, a small 
motorboat tied up at the old wooden jetty. The only road, the gravel 
track leading to this - the only house. Comarth Grange. Sounds ideal, 
doesn't it? The perfect retreat. Luxurious peace and quiet. Tranquility 
and calm. 

And so it would be, if it were not for the ghosts. 

Because Comarth has a reputation as one of the most haunted 
places in Britain. Perhaps the world. Is it rumour and gossip? 
Hearsay and supposition? Or is there actually some truth in the 
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stories? Are there really strange noises that cannot be explained 
away as the wind in the trees? Is there really an Old Peddler Woman 
whose soul has never found peace? A woman whose spirit resents 
the company of others and will go to any lengths to preserve her own 
solace and solitude? 

Despite being so idyllic, Comarth Grange has been uninhabited 
since the mysterious death of Sir Hugo Destrler back in 1933. You 
can see for yourselves the state of ruin and decay that the house has 
fallen into. Despite being a listed property. It is an idyllic home that 
nobody - but nobody - wants to live in, or even to admit to owning. So 
in 1954 it was adopted by the local council. They had plans to 
renovate it and open it as a tourist centre - a local museum and 
exhibition hall served by a regular ferry service from the lakeside. As 
you can see, it never happened. 

Why not? Simple. Because the rumours and the stories are true. 

Scientifically proven to be true in the most bizarre and unpleasant 
manner. 

Most Horrid. 

1955: the plans have been approved. The contractors have put in 
their bids. The heritage people have given their blessing. If one can 
bless such an unholy place. But before work starts, a small team, 
under the auspices of the University of South Grimster, was given 
permission to spend two nights here in this house. 

Just two nights, in a haunted house. Doesn't sound so dangerous. 

Especially as the three people who came here in October 1955 
knew all about the ghosts. They were from the university's 
parapsychology unit - the Ghost Department as it was known. Their 
plan - to make recordings of any unnatural noises that might be 
heard ready for later analysis. Could it be that the unholy sounds are 
just the wind and rain? The wash of the lake waters on the shore? 
They also had camera equipment with them, just in case the 
mysterious Old Peddler Woman put in an appearance. 

Needless to say, none of those three people expected anything 
untoward or unexplained to happen. They had already spent nights in 
seventeen other supposedly haunted properties without a single 
suspicious reading. 

Needless to say, this time - at Comarth - things were going to be 
different. 

None of them expected a visitation. None of them expected to die. 
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Three people. John Struther; Margaret Schuman; Stanley Harris. 
But only two of them would return alive to the mainland. Tonight, 
Most Horrid reconstructs the events of that fateful night. With the help 
of one of the survivors - the only one still alive today - and using the 
latest state-of-the-art sound and vision equipment, we are going to 
stage our own spookwatch. 

Stay with us as we listen for the unearthly sounds they heard on 
that night - the distant echoes and ghostly voices. Stay with us as we 
train our cameras into the darkness and wait with bated breath to see 
if the mysterious Old Peddler Woman will manifest herself again. 
Stay with us and discover if she will kill again. Stay with us - if you 
dare. 

After the break we'll see the bedroom where John Struther was 
hearing the strangest sounds through the microphones positioned 
round the house. We'll spend time in the small boxroom where 
Stanley Harris was positioning a camera. We'll examine the kitchen 
where Margaret Schuman died - murdered by a ghost as she sat at 
the kitchen table. And we'll show you the only scientifically and 
forensically certified photograph ever taken of a ghost. Stanley Harris 
will show us his notorious picture of the Old Peddler Woman herself. 
The ghost that murders from beyond the grave. Apparently, for a pint 
of milk. 


Stanley Harris had come downstairs in time to catch the end of 
Fliss's intro. He scowled, and was repaid by a flash of annoyance 
from her steel-blue eyes as she kept speaking. But Stanley was 
unrepentant. A woman died here, he thought. Fifty years ago, 
perhaps, but she died. Margaret Schuman - strangled to death in the 
kitchen. He shuddered as he recalled the events of that night, and 
wondered not for the first time why he had agreed to come here and 
take part in this nonsense. 

The main answer, as ever, was a simple one - money. And in a 
moment, as was her habit, Felicity Browning would remind him he 
was being well paid (which was half true) and make another of her 
ridiculous suggestions. In the event, her suggestion was that he go 
back to the upstairs bedroom where he had set up the same tape 
recorder they had brought with them all those years ago. Then she 
and Pete the cameraman would 'find' him there and he could explain 
what had happened. Money, he reflected grimly. Money and the 
hope of putting the past behind him once and for all. 
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‘Try to sound grim; Fliss told him. Try? It was grim enough without 
any effort, Stanley thought. He was glad that John Struther wasn't 
here to see him. Died peacefully in his sleep at the age of sixty- 
seven. Why couldn't Stanley have done that, he wondered as he 
trudged back up the stairs, pausing halfway to get his breath. How 
easily he had run up and down those same steps when he was in his 
mid twenties. Fifty years ago... 

When they ‘found’ him, the camera was off the tripod and strapped 
to Pete by means of a strange contraption that seemed to force the 
man to keep one arm stuck out. Stanley wondered how the resultant 
hybrid man-camera had got up the narrow stairs. But he didn't ask. 

'... And here in this room, this very room; Fliss was saying as she 
walked in and stood with well-practiced ease in front of Stanley, 
‘Stanley Harris is setting up the very same tape recorder as was used 
that night. Though it wasn't you who was in charge of it then, was it?’ 
She moved as little as necessary to allow Pete to angle the camera 
at Stanley. 

‘It was John Struther who set up the recordings/Stanley explained, 
trying to ignore the way Fliss tried to look interested. 'I was 
responsible for the cameras.’ 

‘And the unfortunate Margaret Schuman?’ 

She was always the unfortunate, Stanley had noticed - an 
unthinking epithet with no emotion attached to it whatsoever. 'She 
was John's girlfriend. Came here to help. She was also attuned to the 
psychic plane, so John thought it would be useful to have her along.’ 

‘Attuned to the psychic plane." Perhaps you could tell us exactly 
what that means?’ 

Stanley took pleasure in shaking his head. 'No idea; he confessed. 
‘That's what she said and we went along with it.’ He shrugged. ‘This 
is all set up if you want to listen to the tapes we made that night.’ 

The sound was an eerie rushing, whistling noise that seemed to 
come from outside the window. 

‘That is spooky,' Fliss said, impressed. 

‘That is the wind; Stanley told the camera. 'I've not started the tape 
yet.’ 

Almost immediately, the wind outside seemed to blow even more 
violently. 

It sounded almost like the wailing of an old woman. Then the 
bedroom window crashed open, slamming into the wall and banging 
violently several limes. 
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‘Heavens!’ Fliss exclaimed theatrically. 'Let me close that.’ She 
hurried to push the window shut. As it latched back into place, a face 
was Clearly visible through the glass. 

Stanley gasped in shock and surprise. 'Look! 

Fliss had apparently seen nothing. And when she turned, the face 
had already gone. ‘There's nothing there.’ 

‘There was a face. An old woman, I'm sure of it.’ Stanley sat down 
on the rotting mattress that lay on the rusted bed. 

‘| wonder if the camera caught that?' Fliss said in what sounded 
like well rehearsed awe. 'Yes; she went on without waiting for Pete to 
respond, ‘it scorns we may have the first video footage of the 
mysterious Old Peddler Woman in the can.’ 

Pete sighed audibly, though whether at this momentous 
achievement or at Fliss's mixing of video and film terminology wasn't 
clear. 

Stanley paid no heed. He was still staring at the window. Had he 
imagined the face? The wrinkled features, the beaky nose, and the 
shock of white hair? Was the past coming back merely to haunt him? 
Seeing Fliss's smug expression as she turned back to him, he was 
beginning to wonder. 

‘| wonder if the noises on your tape recording are anything like as 
exciting as that,’ Fliss said. 

Stanley was about to reply, about to tell her - and the camera - that 
most of the sounds could be put down to the wind in the trees or the 
storm-churned waters of the lake. Most but not all. There was one 
sound they had heard, had recorded, that had chilled him to the very 
marrow all those years ago. Just after... 

But before he could speak, the room seemed almost to shake with 
the noise. A rasping of unearthly sound that sawed back and forth 
like some banshee calling to its fellows before ending in a resonating 
thump like a body falling to the ground. 

Fliss and Pete were staring at Stanley. Their eyes were wide and 
their faces pale. So, he hadn't imagined that then. He tried to stand 
up, but his legs wouldn't support him. ‘That's it,’ he said in a hoarse 
voice. ‘That's the sound we heard. In 1955. Just after poor Margaret 
died. John picked it up on the tape.’ 

Pete turned off the camera. He was looking accusingly at Fliss, but 
she shook her head. She still seemed pale. 

"That came from outside; she said. 'I think.’ 

‘You reckon we should go and take a look?’ 
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‘| suppose we ought to.’ 

With evident reluctance, the two of them left the bedroom and 
started down the stairs. Stanley wasn't sure he wanted to find out 
what had made the noise. But neither did he want to stay up in the 
bedroom on his own. So he struggled to his feet and shuffled after 
them. He held tight to the stair rail as he made his way stiffly down to 
the hall. 

And there, standing in the open doorway, lightning flashing across 
the rain-filled dark sky outside, stood a figure. A woman, small and 
hunched. Misshapen. The lights in the hall flickered off then back on, 
so that she was barely more than a shape, a silhouette. But it was a 
shape that Stanley recognised. 

'Who are you?’ Fliss was asking in surprise and annoyance. 'You 
shouldn't be here.’ 

‘It's the Old Peddler Woman! Stanley gasped. 

Fliss and Pete both took a step backwards. Lightning stabbed the 
air outside. 

The woman stepped into the hall as the lights came back on. She 
lowered the raincoat she had been holding over her head, and 
Stanley saw that actually she was quite a normal shape. Neither 
young nor old, with wet blonde hair hanging in straggles to her 
shoulders. 

‘Old Peddler Woman?’ she echoed in an accent that was from 
somewhere between Liverpool, Manchester and perhaps likley 
Moor. 'I may have got a bit drenched on the way here from the bus, 
and we're none of us as young as we were, but that's no excuse to 
go casting aspersions, chuck.’ 


After he had got over his initial shock at seeing the woman, 
Stanley needed a nice hot cup of tea. Fliss was dead against the 
idea. The kitchen had after all just been dirtied down so it looked 
Suitably shabby and unpleasant - the scene of the murder. The table 
was wobbly, but otherwise almost presentable - complete with 
shabby, dusty cloth diagonally across it. A surprisingly clean biscuit 
tin was in the middle of the table, and two of the upright chairs looked 
like they could still bear sO.ij1e weight. 

The strange woman who had arrived out of the night agreed loudly 
that tea was just the thing and that she herself had been wanting to 
borrow a cup of sugar for just that purpose and let her get the kettle 
on and make a nice brew for everyone. 
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‘It's a rotten old night.’ she said with a shiver. 'Wouldn't expect 
anyone to go cleaning windows in this, would you?’ 

'What?' Stanley asked weakly, and Fliss exchanged a look with 
Pete before quickly changing the subject. Suddenly a cup of tea did 
sound like a very good idea. 

‘So what's with all the cameras and stuff then?’ the woman 
demanded. She opened the biscuit tin that stood on the kitchen table 
and sighed as she saw it held a bag of sugar and a plastic bag full of 
tea bags. ‘And where are all the biscuits ?' 

‘Could | ask. .' Fliss started. She got no further. 

‘Your place is it? Bit drab, | must say. You should get someone in 
to clean and tidy a bit. | always say that according to preference you 
either need to get a man in, or find a woman who does. Iris 
Wildthyme.’ She started rummaging through the cupboards. 

‘Beg pardon?’ Fliss felt she was rapidly losing whatever 
competition she had Inadvertently tumbled into. 

‘Iris Wildthyme. Adventuress, explorer and woman who might well 
give it a try even if she doesn't; the woman pronounced, abandoning 
her quest for biscuits, 'And who are you lot, then?’ 

Pete made the brief introductions while Iris got on with making tea 
for Slilliley, which seemed to involve her pointing out to him where 
the kettle WJ5 and leaving him to get on with it himself. 

‘There's no water, of course; Fliss pointed out. 

‘Wouldn't be; Iris agreed happily. 

‘I'll get a couple of bottles from the van; Pete said. 'Had it ferried 
over; he explained to Iris. 

'A whole ferry just for bottles?' She clapped her hands together in 
delight. 'How marvellous. Make mine a brown ale, would you? I'm 
parched, love.’ 

‘Bottles of water; Fliss said levelly. ‘And the ferry was for the van. 
With all the gear.’ 

lris's eyes widened. 'Gear?!' 

‘Television gear. The cameras and recorders and microphones and 
makeup and people.’ 

'Oh,' There was a hint of disappointment in Iris's tone, but it soon 
vanished. '| came by bus meself, you know. So much more 
salubrious.’ 

Iris declined the tea once it was made. If there really were no 
biscuits, she proclaimed - in a tone that suggested she thought that 
there were biscuits and that someone was secretly hoarding them 
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and that it was despicable - then she would manage without. And 
instead she produced a hip flask from somewhere inside her coat 
and took a long pull at it before smacking her lips together and 
declaring that it was just a fruit cordial, of course, and an excellent 
Vintage. 

Resigned to taking a break while they sorted out Iris, and 
despairing of finding out how she really had got to the island, Fliss 
explained who they were and why they were here. 

‘Haunted? Oooh - how exciting. I've had contact with spirits myself 
of course,’ Iris said, taking another swig as if to prove the point. 'So if 
you need .1ny expert help or someone to perform an exhaustism...' 

‘Exorcism; Pete muttered, amused. 

‘Or one of those, yes. Well, I'm yer woman.’ 

‘| think we should get started again; Fliss decided. ‘Miss 
Wildthyme.. .’ 

‘It's Ms, actually. But you can call me Iris.’ 

‘Iris - perhaps you'd be good enough to keep out of the way while 
we're recording?’ 

"You won't know I'm here; Iris declared. She seemed sincere, but 
no one believed her. 


Despite the strange and unexplained presence of Iris, it all seemed 
to go very well. Iris did insist on watching everything, but was 
persuaded to stand behind the camera and keep quiet. And Fliss 
managed to persuade herself that the odd hiccup from off-screen 
might actually enhance the atmosphere. That and the joggles as Iris 
got just a little bit too close to Pete, which seemed to happen a lot. 

It was when the hauntings got going again that the trouble started. 

The otherworldly wail of the wind outside as the rain lashed down; 
the sound of footsteps on the stairs when there was no one there; 
another glimpse of the old woman's face - this time at the kitchen 
window ... All these added to the growing atmosphere of unease and 
unrest. All of these Iris seemed to take in her stride. 

But when the lights flickered and then went out for almost a minute 
before coming back on again, Iris could contain herself no longer. 

‘It'll be your fuses; she said. 'If there's no water, and the paint's 
peeling and the floor needs a good vac round, then it's a cert that you 
need rewiring.’ 

‘It isn't the fuses; Pete told her. 

‘It's the spooks.’ Fliss hissed. 


Page 14 of 243 


Wildthyme on Top 


‘It's all my fault; Stanley wailed somewhat unexpectedly. 

‘It's the fuses; Iris repeated. 'Where's the fuse box, it must be 
round here somewhere. I'll just have a shufti and then we'll have you 
turned on again in a tick. Won't we?' she added to Pete, giving him a 
huge wink. 

As Iris passed behind Pete on her mission, he blinked in surprise 
and straightened up abruptly. 

Fliss stared, open-mouthed. 'Did she just ...?' 

‘| don't want to talk about it.’ Pete said. 'I don't even want to think 
about it.’ 

But Fliss was no longer listening. She was watching as Iris opened 
kitchen cupboard after kitchen cupboard. ‘Let's just leave it, shall 
we?’ 

'No, it's a challenge now.’ Iris was in the old boxroom - where 
Stanley had been when Margaret Schuman was murdered. Fliss 
intended to record in there next, and shooed Iris out again. Stanley 
remained in the small room, watching bemused and pale. 

'No need to shove.’ Iris flounced out of the kitchen and into the 
hallway beyond. 'Ooh,' she exclaimed suddenly. 'What's under here?’ 

'What?' Fliss had gone pale. 'No, not in there - don't open.. .' She 
charged out into the hall, vaguely aware that her hair was in disarray, 
but for once not caring. 

Too late. Iris had opened the door under the stairs. She was 
peering into the butlers pantry beyond with interest. 'What have we 
here, then?’ she wondered in delight. 

'Oh,' Greg the technician said weakly, turning from the monitor and 
sound desk inside the space under the stairs. 'Er, hullo.' 


'He was not editing as you go, or doing an assembly; Iris insisted 
to Fliss. 'What is "doing an assembly" anyway? Sounds like being 
back at school. A dissemblv more like.’ 

‘II's just standard television stuff; Fliss said through gritted teeth. 
‘You wouldn't understand.’ 

‘Oh, wouldn't |?’ Iris bristled, rolling her shoulders in an 
uncompromising manner and pulling herself up to her full five feet 
nothing. 'I suppose it's standard television stuff to play back spooky 
noises through hidden speakers and flicker the lights on and off, is 
it?" 

Fliss looked away, shuffled her feet. 'Adds to the atmosphere.’ she 
mumbled. 
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‘Adds to the ratings, more like.’ 

‘That too.’ Pete agreed. He seemed to be enjoying Fliss's 
embarrassment. Greg was keeping quiet - checking sound levels or 
something and trying not to laugh. 

‘There are quite enough strange happenings here anyway; Fliss 
said. ‘And frankly, your presence is one of them.’ 

‘Oooh! Hark at her! There's nothing strange about my presence, 
missy.’ Iris told her. 

‘Look.’ Fliss said quietly, trying a different approach, 'you are a 
guest here. 

We have permission to record our programme, and jam happy.. .' 
She paused and swallowed hard. 'Happy to permit you to watch. So 
long as you don't interfere.’ 

‘Permit me?' Iris gave a snort. 'Not sure | want your 
permissiveness.’ 

Stanley had come back into the kitchen and was watching the 
exchange with something close to confusion. 'Are you needing me 
yet?' he asked. ‘Only I'm not sure I'm feeling.. .' His voice tailed off. 

Iris ran to him immediately. 'Ooh, you poor love, you look really 
peaky. 

Just sit down for a mo, don't you think?’ 

But Stanley was staring past Iris - pointing at the kitchen window. 
At the wrinkled face that was peering in. An old woman, with a mass 
of white hair and eyes that were almost black. Her nose such a cruel 
beak it was almost clichéd. Then, in a moment, the face was gone. 

‘It's her!’ Stanley gasped. 'And the voices. Can't you hear the 
voices?’ He turned Wide-eyed to Iris. "Tell me you can hear them.’ 

‘It's just Greg the tech, mucking about in his cupboard; Iris assured 
him. 

She was at the window, peering out into the empty rain. 

‘Saying my name, over and over again. Just like.. .' He paused, 
swallowed, staring off into empty space. 'Stan ... Stan - no! Stan ... 
Don't.. .' He looked from Iris to Fliss, eyes wide with fear and all 
colour gone from his face. 'Can't you hear her?’ 

Fliss stared back at him, mouth open in astonishment. ‘Pete, get 
the camera rolling.’ she snapped. 'He can hear the Old Peddler 
Woman. We have to get this.’ 

‘It's just your imagination.’ Iris said. She was still staring through 
the window. ‘Ignore it.’ 
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‘Oh, shut up, can't you?' Fliss yelled. 'We're making factual 
television here!’ 

‘Is that what you call it?’ Iris was still intent on the window, and 
sure enough as she stared, the wrinkled face floated back into view, 
the old woman's hair damped down by the rain. 'Got this, have you?’ 
Iris asked, without turning. 

Then she yanked open the window and launched herself at it. 
Halfway through, legs flailing in the air, she stopped. Then, with a 
'Ha!' of satisfaction, she pulled herself back into the kitchen. With her 
came the Old Peddler Woman - gripped firmly by the shoulders and 
head stuck through the window. 

Her wet white wig fell forwards and splatted to the kitchen floor. Iris 
set to work on the nose next, peeling it away from the startled face 
beneath. 

‘Mrs Reilly?’ Stanley said, confused and surprised. 

‘You know her?’ Iris said, finally letting go. ‘She was up a ladder 
when | arrived. | thought she must be cleaning the windows, but it is 
more than evident that no one has done such a thing for about a 
decade and a half.’ 

‘She does the make-up; Stanley said. 

‘That's hard to dispute; Iris agreed. She let go of Mrs Reilly who 
quickly disappeared back through the window. 

Fliss cleared her throat. 'Er, perhaps it's time for another cup of 
tea; she said quietly, 


Stanley had gone for a bit of a lie down on the bed upstairs. Greg, 
Pete and a rather bedraggled Mrs Reilly were sitting with Iris and 
Fliss in the kitchen. Fliss was trying to save what face she had left by 
recounting the horrible tale of the Old Peddler Woman and the 1955 
murder of Margaret Schuman. 

‘And,’ Greg put in, 'there were some sounds that | didn't play in and 
which | can't explain. There was that screeching sound which Stanley 
said he'd heard before. That wasn't me. And it certainly wasn’t the 
wind.’ 

‘Ghosts don't go round killing people.’ Iris told them, with an air of 
authority. 'Not usually, any old how. And they don't show up in 
photographs if they can help it either. If they do, they're not ghosts.’ 

‘Well, this one did; Fliss insisted. 'Pete, have you got Stanley's 
pictures?’ 
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‘Yeah. | was going to do them as cutaways,' He left the room for a 
moment, coming back with a battered and faded brown envelope 
which he handed to Fliss. 'They're not terribly good, but they're clear 
enough.’ 

There were several photographs of the inside of the house. Fliss 
handed | hem to Iris, who barely glanced. It was just a house - dim 
and dilapidated even then, fifty years ago. The photos were faded 
and brittle with rather quaint white borders. 

She was more interested when Fliss produced a photograph with 
some people in it. "The rooms we're just going to use as establishing 
shots - to show what the place was like in 1955.’ Fliss handed Iris a 
photograph showing three people - two men and a woman - standing 
in the hallway of the house. 

Iris frowned at the picture. The people seemed vaguely familiar. 
Did she know them? Not the man on the right ... But the one on the 
left. It was something about the eyes, she decided. 

Fliss tapped a perfectly manicured nail on the figure Iris was 
staring at. 

The man. ‘That's Stanley, of course.’ 

‘Of course.’ Iris realised, relieved. 

‘In his mid twenties, looking quite dapper. The other man is John 
Struther. 

They were the two real psychic researchers.’ 

‘And who's the woman?" Iris angled the photo to catch the light 
from one of Pete's bright lamps. She was smiling, happy. Quite a 
looker, though she didn't know how to dress to her best advantage, 
Iris thought. A skintight red leather number would help enormously, 
for example. Maybe a beret, tilted to a suitably cheeky angle... 

‘That's Margaret Schuman. The poor woman who was murdered. 

Girlfriend of Struther 's, so Stanley tells us. Both men were quite 
fazed by her death.’ 

‘You don't say.’ Perhaps the beret might be a bit much then. 

‘Of course, the police would have arrested them both on the spot. 
Isolated location, no one else on the island, and a woman strangled 
to death. They'd have assumed a crime of passion. Two men and 
one woman in a long-term professional relationship, stands to 
reason...’ She tried not to look at either Pete or Greg, and settled 
eventually for Mrs Reilly. 


Page 18 of 243 


Wildthyme on Top 


'So why didn't they get slammed in pokey?’ Iris asked. There was 
something familiar about the woman too, she was thinking. Had she 
seen her picture somewhere before? 

‘This is the reason.’ Fliss said and slid the final photograph on top 
of the 11Il1e Iris was holding. "Taken by Stanley as he came into the 
kitchen from the boxroom out there. They did a fingertip search of the 
entire island. They subjected the photo to every scientific and 
forensic test. And you know what they found?’ 

Iris didn't answer. She was gazing intently at the photograph. The 
body slumped in an upright chair - Margaret Schuman's face visible 
as her head rested on the kitchen table, eyes closed. The woman 
leaning over her, hands to the victim's throat - half-turned, caught in 
the act. Startled by the flash of the camera, face all but whited-out by 
the same flash. With a pint of milk standing on the table beside her. 
Iris was staring at none of these things. 

The photo passed every test.’ Pete was saying. ‘It's genuine all 
right. Not faked or staged. And the search revealed no one. Yet there 
was no way anyone could have got here that night in the storm. Or 
got away again, come to that. Stanley says he was with Margaret in 
the kitchen. He went into the boxroom for the camera, and heard her 
screaming. When he came back, the Old Peddler Woman was 
throttling her to death. He took the photo instinctively. Then ran to 
help, but he was too late and the woman had gone.’ 

‘Taking the milk with her,’ Fliss added. ‘The film was still in the 
camera, and the police had it developed. As for the search...’ She 
sniffed dismissively. 'All the police found were some washed-out 
marks in the gravel path outside, and they were soon discounted.’ 

'Why?' Iris wasn't really listening. She was looking at the leopard- 
skin handbag that was hanging from the wrist of the woman leaning 
over the body. 

‘Because the expert they brought in insisted they were tyre tracks. 
Which is obviously not possible.’ 

It was a handbag she recognised all too easily. And with the milk 
bottle standing close by, a lot of things were becoming clear. 

‘And to make it even easier to discount his evidence as the ravings 
of a complete loony, he maintained that from the weight and the 
treads and the spacing, they were made by a double-decker bus.’ 
Pete gave a snort of laughter. 

Which is why none of them heard Iris, as she said quietly.’ 

‘He was right. 
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It is me. I'm the Old Peddler Woman.’ She shook her head in 
disbelief, remembering the evening well now that she saw the 
picture. 'Cripes,' she said. 'I only popped in for a pint of milk.’ 


The rain was angling down into Iris's eyes so she could barely see. 
The bus seemed to have arrived on a gravel track at the edge of a 
wood. Everything was turning to mud beneath her feet and she 
slipped and slid and stumbled her way towards the house at the end 
of the driveway. 

There was no sign of life except a flickering light in one of the 
upstairs rooms and a more constant gleam from one of the 
downstairs windows. Even though it was tipping it down, Iris felt she'd 
like an idea of what she was getting into before she hammered on 
the door. And she was curious by nature and already drenched 
anyway. So she made her way round to the illuminated ground-floor 
window. 

She had her Jacket pulled up over her head, and, her best 
leopard-skin handbag was taking in water as she peered cautiously 
over the sill. It was a kitchen. It was a bit of a mess, she thought, but 
it might just be able to cater for this life or death emergency situation. 
Was that a fridge in the corner of the room? Rather old fashioned, 
but it might just do. 


Ignoring the man and the woman standing yelling at each other - 
the man pleading, the woman close to tears - Iris made a dash for 
the front door. If she had hesitated a moment longer, she might have 
heard the woman's voice - might just have caught her anguished 
cries of.’ 

‘Stan ... Stan - no! Stan ... Don't...’ 

But it was lost in the rain. John Struther did not hear it either as he 
adjusted the volume of the reel-to-reel tape recorder in one of the 
bedrooms, listening carefully to the test signal through large earmuff- 
style headphones. 


The front door was unlocked. So when no one came in answer to 
lris's shouts und knocks, she let herself in. She dripped across the 
hall towards where she now knew the kitchen was. When she got 
there, she made a beeline for the fridge. Except it wasn't a fridge at 
all, just a cupboard standing on its own with the light shining off its 
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polished wood door. But - a stroke of luck - Inside were two bottles of 
milk. 

‘Well, they'll not miss one, I'm sure; Iris decided. 'Can't begrudge 
me that.’ 

She hooked her handbag over her wrist to lift out one of the 
bottles, turned, und gave a startled 'Eek' as she caught Sight of the 
person slumped at the table. 

It was the woman that Iris had barely remarked through the 
window just moments earlier. 

‘Having a kip, love? Lord, you startled me and that's a fact.’ Iris 
approached wanly. The woman was slumped in an upright chair, her 
head resting on the table. Her eyes were closed. But she seemed 
terribly still. Iris carefully put down the pint of milk and reached over 
to examine the woman. 

There were marks on the woman's neck. Bruising. Iris reached 
across, Intending to pat the woman's cheek gently - to wake her just 
enough to check she was all right. She was looking a bit pasty. 

A sound behind her made Iris turn. It sounded like a footstep, and 
sure 1'110Ugh there was a man standing in a small doorway on the 
other side of the kitchen. He stared at Iris in fear and disbelief. Then 
his hands whipped up and there was a flash that made Iris almost fall 
across the table. 

"Ere! she shouted. 'What're you doing, flashing at me like that?’ 

The man didn't seem to hear. So far as Iris could tell as she 
blinked away the sunspots dancing in front of her eyes, he was 
running out into the hall. He was shouting for someone called 'John' 
and almost in tears. 

‘Stuff this for a lark; Iris mumbled. ‘Only trying to help.’ 

Deciding that if the woman at the table wanted forty winks that was 
her business, Iris recovered her milk, hitched up her handbag, and 
shook her head. 'You get some kip while you can, love; she called 
back to the woman. Amazing really that she'd not woken. Drunk 
probably, Iris decided. Lucky beggar, 

The man who had run past her was standing in the hall, at the 
bottom of I he stairs. There was another man coming down the stairs 
- like the first he appeared to be in his mid twenties. Not bad looking, 
Iris thought, if you had I he time for that sort of thing. But sadly, she 
hadn't. 
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'Tape's running; the man on the stairs said. Then he saw Iris. 
‘What the hell..." His mouth dropped open in a genuine gawp. ‘Saints 
preserve us all! 

‘It's - it's M-M-Margaret; the man from the kitchen stammered. 
‘Margaret? You need your eyes testing.’ Iris's own were screwed up 
in an effort to see the men properly. ‘Still, | got what | came for.’ She 
brandished the milk bottle at them, and both men shrank away. 'lt 
can be murder getting a decent cup of tea these days.’ 

Her mind already on the prospect of a nice cup of Gunpowder, and 
the drunken woman in the kitchen all but forgotten, Iris plunged into 
the night. A few minutes later, all that was left to show she had ever 
been there were the rain-filled impressions in the gravel path where 
the wheels of the bus had been. 


‘And | thought she'd had one over the eight; Iris murmured. She 
looked up, aware that Pete, Greg and Fliss were looking at her oddly. 
Mrs Reilly was busying herself with the kettle. 

‘Are you all right?' Greg asked. 'Course I'm alright.’ 

‘Apart from ruining an otherwise promising programme.’ Fliss 
muttered. 'I heard that! 

‘Good.’ 

‘And; Iris went on, ‘while you might not get the spooks you're after, 
how do you want to solve murder, live on TV, eh? Well, live on 
recording. Or whatever.’ 

Fliss just looked at her. Pete and Greg both seemed unconvinced. 
But a lot of things had become very clear to Iris. 

‘There's no other way out of this room, is there?’ she asked, 
peering into the small boxroom with interest. 

‘None,’ Pete confirmed. 'Why?' 

‘Pass us that bit of tablecloth, then’ she said to Greg. ‘That's right, 
dear, the mouldy one with the tea stains and the cobwebs. Not really 
my colour, but it'll have to do. Beggars can't be debutantes after all.’ 
She winked as she took the dusty square of linen from him. ‘Specially 
at my age. Now, Mrs Reilly, be a dear and bring your make-up bag 
over here, will you? And that rather natty wig you had on earlier...’ 


Stanley Harris looked up from the bed as he heard the sound of 
footsteps on the stairs. He was expecting Felicity Browning and her 
cameraman, ready to record some other nonsense about what was 
supposed to have happened all those years ago. Events that still 
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haunted his dreams. He had hoped that by coming back here, by 
helping, he might exorcise the memory. Instead he had made things 
even worse. 

And just as he had decided they were about as bad as they could 
get, a vision out of a nightmare stepped into the room. He barely 
remembered the fleeting glimpse he had caught of the Old Peddler 
Woman. And it had been fifty years ago. He had doubted he would 
recognise her again if he passed her in the street. But then tonight he 
had glimpsed the woman's face at the windows and the image had 
flooded back. 

Now, in the doorway, stood the woman. Right out of his nightmares 
- the beak of a nose, the intense gaze, the wild white hair, the grubby 
shawl that looked like an old tablecloth, the breath that smelled of 
stale alcohol ... A crooked finger stabbed out at him, and he clutched 
at his chest as his heart missed a beat. 

‘Confess!’ the old woman hissed in an approximation of a Northern 
accent. ‘Confess...’ 

If he saw Pete standing on the landing outside the room, camera 
levelled, Stanley did not register his presence. Instead he could see 
Margaret Schuman's accusing eyes burning into his memory. ‘I'm 
sorry; he gasped. 'So sorry. Margaret, oh, Margaret - what have | 
done?’ 

‘What did you do, chuck?’ the Old Peddler Woman asked, 
surprisingly affably. 

‘| killed her. God knows, | killed her. She was shouting at me, 
screaming. 

She said she was going to tell John what I'd said, what I'd tried to 
do. | tried 10 shut her up, before he heard her and came downstairs. 
| just wanted to shut her up. To reason with her, make her see sense. 
| put my hand over her mouth, and then...' He collapsed back onto 
the bed, head in his hands. 

‘And the Old Peddler Woman?’ 

‘| heard someone coming.’ Stanley said without looking up. 'I hid in 
the boxroom, thought | could pretend I'd been in there setting up the 
camera. That | didn't know what had happened to Margaret. | 
thought, perhaps, when | came out she would be there, as if nothing 
had happened. Poor Margaret. Madness. Then | went back, and | 
saw her - leaning over Margaret. And | just look the picture. Only 
afterwards, when she'd gone, only then did | realise she'd saved me.’ 
A sob rocked his body. 'I shouldn't have let her take the blame. Her 
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spirit could never be at peace, and neither could mine.’ His words 
became incoherent as he fell back, shaking with self-pity. 


'1 guess that's a wrap; Fliss said -. 

‘It's not one I'll be keeping.’ Iris assured her, dumping the tablecloth 
next to the biscuit tin in a heap. 'You can have the nose back too.’ 
She pulled it off and handed it to Mrs Reilly. 'Knew a man who really 
had a conk like this once,’ she said. 'Lovely chap. Bit stuffy, but a real 
gentleman. Lightened up a hit when he got older, though.’ 

Greg and Pete walked into the kitchen. 'He's asleep.’ Pete said. 
‘Poor old codger.' 

‘Poor old murderer who nearly got away with it; Fliss corrected him. 
‘Whatever.’ 

'He would have gotten away with it too,’ Greg said, 'if it hadn't been 
for that peddling old...’ He broke off, looking round. 'Where's Iris?’ 

Pete sat down at the table. 'I could do with a cup of tea. Or 
something stronger,’ he said. 'You know, despite old Stanley's 
confession, we still don't know where the Old Peddler Woman came 
from.’ 

‘Or what that sound was on Struthers’s tape.’ Greg said. "The one 
we heard again earlier this evening.’ He broke off as a wailing, 
scraping sound echoed round the room. ‘That sound; he said faintly 
when it had faded into the night. 'Don't rain on the parade; Fliss said. 
‘Anyway, a decent bit of haunting as well as a murder and a 
confession won't do any harm.’ 

Mrs Reilly plonked a cup of tea down in front of Pete. He nodded 
his thanks, picked up a teaspoon, and opened the biscuit tin. 

‘| suppose we don't really know where Iris came from either.’ Fliss 
said thoughtfully. ‘Or where she went.’ 

'Well; Pete said glumly, 'wherever she's gone, she's taken the 
sodding sugar with her.’ 
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The Sleuth Slayers 


Jake Elliot 


Ten people were gathered in the large drawing room of Betteredge 
Hall, all of them staring at an elderly lady who was perched neatly on 
the edge of a sofa. 

The lady cleared her throat discreetly. "Thank you all for being 
here,’ she said in a soft, prim voice. She took her handbag from her 
lap and placed it on the carpet beside her feet. 'Colonel Col man, 
might we have some tea now?' she said expectantly, looking up at a 
man who was leaning against the mantelpiece. 

‘Of course,’ the colonel said gruffly, straightening up. He coughed 
and gestured towards a butler. 

A young woman at the other end of the sofa leaned forward with a 
frown. ‘Really, Are we here for tea?' she said as she impatiently 
brushed her bobbed hair back from her face. 

‘Alice!’ hissed her mother reprovingly from a chair opposite. 

1 would like to know why we have all been summoned,’ said a 
young man standing by the window with a cigarette in his mouth. 

‘Rather,’ agreed Alice keenly. 

‘Indeed,’ said the elderly lady. She folded her hands in her lap. 
‘Since Dr Herring's death on Friday evening | have spoken to all of 
you and most people present have been extremely helpful in 
answering my queries. The colonel. for example, was gracious 
enough to mention the doctor's refusal to support his candidacy as 
an MP some years ago.’ 

'Ahh,' a voice exclaimed from behind the aspidistra. 

The elderly lady countered the colonel's glare with an even 
expression before continuing. 'Mrs Sprewett told me the doctor 
couldn't play chess yet expressed no surprise at his being found in 
the study next to a partially completed game. ' 

The woman who had admonished Alice stiffened and glared 
around the room. 

‘Eee,’ the voice added. 

'What are you suggesting?’ said a middle-aged man with imposing 
mutton chop whiskers. 
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The elderly lady smiled politely at the maid who handed her a cup 
of tea. 'Most kind, my dear,’ she murmured before fixing the man with 
a Stare. 'Mr Fairfax, | could have asked you the same question when 
you complained last night that the key to your briefcase had gone 
missing. Yet you managed to open the case later to give me a 
sleeping tablet.' 

"| knew it!’ the voice squealed. Shhh,' responded an adjacent 
voice. 

‘Heavens! blustered Mr Fairfax, 'I had, well, I'd found it again .. .' 
He trailed off, his face reddening. 

‘Quite correct,’ said the elderly lady. She calmly sipped her tea. 
‘Since it had been replaced by ... ' She stopped, an odd expression 
crinkling her features. 'Aaaa .. .' 

‘Alice!’ yelped the voice triumphantly. 

The accusation was drowned out as the elderly lady pitched 
forward, gurgling horribly, and dropped her cup. Splashes of tea and 
shards of china surrounded her as she hit the floor face first. 

Alice shrieked and bolted from the sofa, a hand clamped to her 
mouth. The maid jumped and dropped her tray. Colonel Colman 
rushed across the room to help the stricken woman and then stood 
up with a look of disbelief. 

‘By thunder!’ he exclaimed. 'She's dead! 


A girl in a miniskirt stepped out of a sports car and crunched 
across the gravel towards a man who was climbing out of a Bentley. 
He hopped from the running board and drew in a deep breath, 
appreciating the country air. 

‘Ah,’ he beamed, 'there you are Miss Price jones. And here we 
are.' He reached into the back of the car and took out a bowler hat 
and an umbrella. 

The girl ran a hand through her hair and looked at him in 
puzzlement. 'Betteredge Hall,' announced the man. 'One of the few 
old homes not to have been stayed in by Queen Anne, so they say.’ 
He strode towards the imposing, ivy-edged front door while the girl 
hurried to keep up with him. 'You've still not told me why we're here,’ 
she called after him. 

We are on a trail, Georgie. On Friday a Dr Gorley Herring was 
found poisoned in the study,’ the man said over his shoulder. He 
prodded at the front door with his umbrella and it creaked open. 'This 
afternoon a charming old lady who had been doing some weekend 
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sleuthing fell down dead before she could name the murderer.' He 
turned and said in a hushed voice, ‘Poisoned. By her afternoon tea.’ 

They walked through the hallway and into the drawing room. A 
figure in a white coat looked over at them and nodded at the man 
before turning back 10 take photographs of a tea stain on the carpet. 

The man hung his umbrella on the edge of the mantelpiece and 
began pacing around the room. He stopped by a table and picked up 
a Clear plastic hag containing the handle of a teacup. 

'Why are we _ involved?’ Georgie asked, looking over the 
photographer's shoulder. 

The man inspected the handle until the figure in the white coat 
nodded again and left the room. 

‘Dear Miss lane was the sixth amateur detective who has been 
slain midsleuthing. The most brilliant crime-solving minds have been 
targeted. First a travelling French detective was found dead in 
mysterious circumstances, then J retired policeman called Cuff was 
discovered smothered by his roses. A part-time solicitor-detective 
was gassed in his chambers and recently a dabbling aristocrat was 
crushed under some rare books. Incunabulated to death, one might 
say.’ 

He put down the bag and removed his hat before crouching beside 
the tea stain and rubbing at it with his fingers. 

'Up and down the country, studies, libraries and hotels are echoing 
with the thud of despatched detectives.’ He shook his head and 
sniffed cautiously at his fingers. 

‘| knew it!" 

The man sprang up in response to the strident female voice and 
held his bowler hat defensively in front of him as a woman in a gold 
lame catsuit and fluffy cardigan whooshed into the room. 

'Oh, no,' the man said in dismayed surprise. 'Not you.’ 

‘Who?' asked a mystified Georgie. 

'Wildthyme, Ms Iris Wildthyme.' 

‘Ms Wildthyme ... you're not needed,’ muttered the man darkly. 
‘Too late! I'm already involved,’ retorted Iris happily. 

The man jumped neatly towards the mantelpiece and retrieved his 
umbrella. 

‘I've just been telling some dashing police chappie that | saw the 
whole thing,’ Iris explained. 

‘What are you doing here?’ the man said suspiciously, his umbrella 
held out towards her. 
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‘| was just here picking something up. Left it at a party.’ 

‘Forty years too late,’ interjected a sullen young man who walked 
into the room behind Iris. 

'Who are you?’ asked Georgie. 

'Tom,' explained Iris impatiently. ‘And it wasn't my fault, | was 
changing the tape over and got distracted,’ she said over her 
shoulder to Tom. She turned back and paused to study the girl 
before raising an imperious eyebrow, ‘who are you?’ she added, 
acidly, 'Georgie Price lones,' said the girl politely. 

‘What happened to the other one?’ Iris said to the man who was 
still brandishing his umbrella in her direction. 'On holiday,’ he said 
defensively. 

Iris coughed something that sounded very similar to 
‘flibbertigibbet’. "You saw what happened here then?' the man said 
leadingly. 

‘Oh, yes,’ nodded Iris. 'The old dear was just on the verge of 
naming the murderer when she went.’ 

'So we'll never know who killed Dr Herring,’ said Georgie. 

‘Aha, that's all cleared up,’ replied Iris with a dismissive wave of her 
hand. 'It was the snide young man - who, as it goes, I'd suspected all 
along.' Behind her, Tom started to speak but Iris drowned him out. 

‘Confessed everything, said he didn't want to be done as a double 
murderer,’ Iris boomed. 'Surprised as the rest of us when she keeled 
over like that.’ 

‘Someone else wrapped up our ratiocinator,' said the man. He had 
now popped his hat back on and was leaning on his umbrella. ‘That's 
what we're here to investigate, along with the other five.' 

'A fiendish genius is unevening his odds; said Iris. 'I expect that's 
what it is.’ 

‘Should we start looking for clues?’ said Georgie hesitantly. 

The man started out of the door. 'No need,’ he called. ‘I've already 
found them. 

Georgie looked around the room, shrugged and followed him out. 
‘What do you want me to do?' shouted Iris. 

The front door creaked closed. 

‘Charming,’ Iris breathed. 

‘That's it then,’ said Tom quietly. 'We can probably slip off to the 
bus if they're not going to question us again.’ 

Iris pulled her cardigan around her. 

‘Not bloody likely; she said. 
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‘You left pretty quickly," Georgie commented as she closed her car 
door. 

The man had already climbed from his Bentley and was brushing 
at the lapel of his suit Jacket. 

‘And no wonder,’ he said with a surprised expression. ‘There was a 
funny glint in her eye.’ He picked up his umbrella with a flourish. 
‘Often is,’ he added ruefully under his breath. - 

‘Where are we now?’ asked Georgie. 

The man pointed up with his umbrella to the row of smart mews 
houses they had parked in front of. 

'We're after proof, he answered. 'Come along; he called out, 
striding up to one of the doors. 

The door was opened by a housekeeper who took the man's name 
and kept the door on the chain while she disappeared inside. 

‘She didn't seem very pleased to see us; whispered Georgie as 
they waited. 'Maybe we've interrupted a Victoria sponge at a critical 
moment,’ replied the man. 

The housekeeper returned and grudgingly said they could come 
inside. The man smiled appreciatively at the flustered-looking woman 
and tipped his hat III her. 

They were led into a cluttered room containing a large table and 
towering bookcases that lined the walls all the way up to the ceiling. 
In an armchair Ill the far corner was a figure who, as soon as they 
entered, clapped the book IIl' was reading against his face. 

‘Don't tell me!’ he commanded. 

Georgie looked at the housekeeper, who rolled her eyes. 

'A man about six foot tall and wearing a bowler hat accompanied 
by a young lady with, let me see, blonde hair and a short skirt.’ 

'Very good,' the man with the hat said, walking towards the seated 
figure who was lowering his book to check the accuracy of his 
prediction. 'A cunning deduction?’ 

'A good housekeeper - thank you, Mrs H.’ 

The housekeeper tutted discreetly as she left. 

'Very good to see you again, Professor,’ said the man as he 
hooked his umbrella over his arm. 'Professor Proven, this is Georgie 
Price Jones,’ 

‘Charmed,’ responded the professor as he stood up. He produced 
a magnifying glass from his pocket and peered at her. He nodded 
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approvingly. ‘Professor Proven is our foremost expert on detective 
fiction and crime stories,’ the man told Georgie. 

"You can help us with the dying detectives then?’ 

Professor Proven cleared his throat with a modest-sounding 
murmur. 'I have to admit that I'm puzzled by these recent killings. 
Most curious.’ 

‘Do you have any theories?’ asked Georgie eagerly. 

‘| wondered at first if there was a common enemy, someone all our 
late detectives had encountered and who now held a grudge, but that 
doesn't seem to be the case. Vengeful villains are rather out of 
fashion nowadays,’ The professor picked up a pipe as he spoke, 
clamped it between Ills teeth and patted his pockets fruitlessly. He 
put the pipe down. ‘Then | thought, hello.’ 

'Hello?' answered Georgie politely. 

'Hello, | thought, what you need to solve real crimes are real 
detectives.’ He .,hook his head as he crossed over to one of the 
bookcases and took a volume from the shelves. 'l'm simply no good if 
| haven't got everything gathered together in a story you see. l'm not 
like Professor Fen.’ He opened the book .md flicked through the 
pages. 'I sometimes think | know the form too well: hobbled by 
Ronald Knox's rules so | can't see it out of context. I'm terrible at 
crossword clues, you know,' he admitted sadly. 

‘So am I,' answered Georgie, unabashed. 

‘Here it is,' said the professor. He took a piece of paper out of the 
book and handed it to the man. 'Some of the best remaining sleuths 
in the country who are, as we speak, working furiously on this case. 
They all want to be the one to solve it. You should find it worthwhile 
talking to them.’ 

‘Mr Sherrinford,' the man read. 

‘The famous Holmesian; the professor added. 'Hercule Smith, "The 
Old Adventurers" and Sid Carr.’ 

The professor closed the book and winced, having trapped his little 
finger. ‘There are others, but you may as well see these first,’ he said, 
freeing the crushed digit. 

‘Thank you anyway,’ said the man with a beaming smile. 
‘Invaluable advice. We shall hasten to interview them all and leave 
you to _' he hesitated, having spotted a game of Cluedo beside the 
professor's chair, '- it.’ he finished, recovering smoothly. 

When they left the house Georgie was surprised to see a red bus 
parked close behind her small sports car. She was more surprised 
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when she realised it was the Number 22 to Putney Common, which 
they were nowhere near. 'Oh, no,' muttered the man. 

'Hello again!’ called Iris cheerfully, bustling towards them. 

The man winced and Georgie noticed his grip tighten on his 
umbrella while she waved back. 

‘How did you get here?' he asked in an aggrieved tone. 

‘Precariously,’ commented Tom, walking over from the bus. 

Iris shot Tom a look and then turned back with a satisfied smile. 

'| left just a few minutes to the side of you. Now, since l'm here you 
might as well let me help. | don't mean to crow, but I'm pretty sharp at 
detective work. It's instinct.’ 

Tom snorted softly behind her back. 

‘Iris could help us talk to the detectives,’ Georgie suggested. Iris 
nodded enthusiastically. 

‘| suppose so,' said the man slowly. 'There are rather a few to get 
through.’ 

He twirled his umbrella and looked along it, as if surveying a Sight 
line. ‘Come along then.’ 


As they walked away none of them heard a quiet voice calling out 
after them. 'Hello there, oh, hello | say.’ 

A small figure in clerical dress stood by the railings, staring after 
them with a blank, unprepossessing face. 

‘Excuse me, | say, | think I've solved the murders. Hello? Oh, dear.’ 


‘Of course, he's just a bit flummoxed to see me again, is all,’ 
explained Iris. ‘Last time we met he was running around in a raincoat 
with some friend and being all dark, moody and post-war. | haven't 
changed a bit, you see.’ 

Tom nodded as if he did see, even though he was sure there was 
something he was missing. This was yet another of Iris's fancy men, 
a temporal fling, or, as she'd once put it after far too many gins, her 
‘pit of pash’ - he shuddered involuntarily. Why did they all react as if 
they were exasperated or fearful on meeting her again? 
Disconcertingly, he liked the look of this man himself. There was a 
charming Englishness about him. Tom wondered glumly if he was 
beginning to fall for Iris's genre of raffish men as well. 

'Here we are,’ Iris announced. 

She led Tom into a smart hotel, glided imperiously past a doorman, 
and headed for the restaurant. Immediately an efficient maltre d' 
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stepped in front of her and offered her an unctuous smile as he 
stopped her in her tracks. 'Madame?' he queried. 

Iris tried to crane around him but he blocked her view too 
thoroughly. 

‘I'm looking for Hercule,’ she said firmly. 'And he isn't expecting me, 
before you ask.’ she added as the man opened his mouth. 

The man bowed his head in gracious acknowledgement and 
gestured for them to follow him. He swept away across the carpet and 
wove deftly between tables. 

‘How did you manage that?’ hissed Tom. 

‘Dunno,’ shrugged Iris before she followed after him. 'Good though, 
eh?' They crossed to a small table tucked in an alcove by a window 
near the 

corner of the restaurant. The maitre d' spoke to the man seated at 
the table .ind then turned to bow to Iris. 

When the rnaitre d' stepped out of the way they saw a small 
compact man wearing a black Jacket over a silk shirt and an 
impeccably arranged bow tie. Ills head was large and round with a jet 
black patch of hair crossing it like .In oil slick while his upper lip was 
adorned with a moustache that had been meticulously groomed. He 
looked up at them and smiled graciously. 

'Eh bien. Monsieur dame. You have sought Hercule Smith and he 
offers you both assistance and a seat at his table.’ 

Iris and Tom exchanged glances with each other, both equally 
taken back by Mr Smith's broad Yorkshire accent. They only 
managed murmured thanks as they sat down. 

‘Sit yourselves down. Tea?’ offered Smith once they were seated. 

'Why not?’ said Iris. 'l'd love a cuppa and Tom'll have one too. l'm 
Iris by the way. Iris Wildthyme.’ 

Smith looked up and studied her thoroughly with an expression of 
consternation. 

Oh, no, thought Tom, surely not. 

‘And what may Hercule do for such a fragrant lady?' he asked as 
he poured them both tea. ‘Ah, non,' He paused, extending a 
scrupulous finger in Iris's direction. 'It is a matter of some delicacy for 
us to be meeting in so public a space, a sleight of the eye is madam's 
intention: the trompe-l'oeil. A locket from a secret admirer? A 
mysterious paramour madam wishes to trace?’ 

lie handed over two cups of tea and then proceeded to dab 
fastidiously at | he spout of the teapot. 
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‘Oh, nothing like that! exclaimed Iris. 'l know where most of my 
lockets have come from, thank you. No - we're here about who's 
knocking off your lot.’ She lifted her cup, winced at the heat from the 
handle and lowered it again while Smith regarded her with surprise. 

‘Man Dieu. The dark hand of death closes around those who would 
regard their wits the equal of mine. But Hercule, he is still alive, with 
a mind ready to feast on fresh clues.’ 

"You don't seem all that concerned about these deaths,’ suggested 
Tom. 

"| feel sympathy but | cannot express surprise. | am an expert and 
my field of expertise requires the most sure-footed negotiation.’ 

‘But these people who've died...' began Tom. 

Iris batted at his elbow. 'Omelettes and eggs, isn't it?’ she said 
dismissively. 'Now,’ she continued, turning to Smith, 'so far five 
detectives have been killed,’ Iris counted off on her fingers. 'First 
there was the Frenchman, found stabbed with a letter opener...’ 

‘| am familiar with the case. | have read the details in the 
newspapers and even this is sufficient for certain little facts to attract 
my attention. Similarly the discovery of the retired policeman, 
smothered in his rose garden, that interests me also.' Smith sat back 
and smoothed his moustache. 

Tom glanced around the restaurant, which was bustling with 
people. 

Nearly every table was occupied. Numerous ladies sat around in 
groups and laughed politely with each other. At one table a suave- 
looking man was doodling on a pile of napkins in front of him. He 
appeared to be idling away time as he waited for someone. Tom 
noticed a middle-aged couple enjoying afternoon tea together _ they 
talked briskly, addressing each other as ‘old bean’ and 'old thing’. 
Close by, a vague-looking man was peering at them through horn- 
rimmed spectacles as he loaded jam onto his scone. Amid the 
nonchalant conversations and happily distracted eaters these people 
all seemed to be shrewdly and surreptitiously observing the room. 

‘And now there's been another one.’ said Iris dramatically. She 
leaned forward gauging Smith's reaction to the news. 

Hercule Smith's hand froze over his moustache and he too leaned 
forward, placing the fingertips of both hands on the table. 

‘Mais non,' he breathed. 'Who now has been cut down?’ 

‘Miss Jane,’ said Iris with an accusatory tone. 
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Smith looked at the tablecloth for a long time before he spoke. 
‘C'est terrible.’ 

He began to fuss with the sugar bowl then rearranged the teapot. 

Tom glanced away again as a waitress brushed between two 
tables and knocked some of the doodled napkins to the floor.’ The 
man glowered at the waitress as she walked on before he bent to 
retrieve them. Tom saw that they contained little stick figures with 
halos. Tom looked away as the man caught his eye and instead 
watched the waitress turn to collect a tray. 

'What happened?' Smith continued. 

‘Poisoned! Iris glared back at a few nearby diners who overheard. 
'Yes, | saw the whole thing, she pitched out of her armchair, 
paralysed, smack down onto the floor in a most unedifying position.’ 

Smith took a nervous gulp of tea. ‘It is indeed a dangerous game | 
am involved in.’ 

{lave you got any idea who could be behind all this?’ asked Tom. 

Smith shrugged. 'Mere ideas, theories to toy with.’ he said 
inconsequentially. 

A hubbub arose across from where they were sitting. The middle- 
aged couple appeared to be leaning across the table, nuzzling into 
each other's neck and the man in the spectacles was sitting face 
down in his scone. Diners were getting out of their seats to look more 
closely. Someone screamed. The suave man who had been doodling 
slumped from his chair and fell prone to the ground. 

‘Iris, said Tom. 

'Eh?' Iris looked at him and then noticed the disturbance. 'What's 
all that about?’ she said. 

Someone touched the shoulder of the middle-aged man. He fell 
across the table and, unsupported, so did the woman. 

‘Mr Smith, do you ... oh, no.’ 

Tom nudged Iris and she looked back to see the figure of Hercule 
Smith collapsed across their table. As panic and commotion swept 
the restaurant, Iris swore intergalactically. 


‘I've encountered some awesome assassins and nefarious neer- 
do-wells in my time but she's quite chilling.’ the man explained to 
Georgie. 

He waved his umbrella in the air in front of him as if illustrating 
some unspecified point. 

‘| think she's quite sweet, actually.’ Georgie responded. 
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'So does she.’ 

Geogie shrugged, and they fell into silence as they walked along. 

It seemed to Georgie that she was discovering a new side to her 
companion. 

He always managed to present an impeccable demeanour 
whatever the circumstances: even the trail of corpses that frequently 
accompanied their meetings left him cool and unruffled. Iris, it 
appeared, had touched a nerve. Perhaps she was getting a glimpse 
beneath the professional exterior. 

"This is the place.’ the man said, his manner brightening. 

‘Now where are we?' asked Georgie automatically, looking at the 
tall buildings surrounding them. 

'Why, Baker Street, of course.’ he replied. 

He strode away from her and rapped on a door with the handle of 
his umbrella. The door pushed open slightly. 'Its unlocked.’ Georgie 
commented. 

‘They usually are, aren't they?' the man replied. 

The man used his umbrella to open the door fully and walked 
inside cautiously. In front of them was a narrow hallway with a 
staircase rising up along one side of it. They walked up the stairs and 
as they did so the plaintive drifting notes of an instrument became 
audible. 

‘Well, that sounds promising,’ the man said quietly, He 
winced as a wrong note squawked at them. ‘If not entirely 
tuneful.’ 

At the next landing he stopped, rifled through a number of 
business cards in his breast pocket and knocked on the door. 
The tune ceased and a moment later the door was opened by a 
figure in a dressing gown with a fishing hat clamped on his 
head and a kazoo sticking from his top pocket. 

‘Mr Sherrinford?' queried the man in the bowler hat....' 

"That is correct.’ 

‘I'm Chermonsey Phillpotts from Gulliver & Walnut, insurance 
agents,’ he explained, handing over his card. 'And this is my 
secretary; he continued’ presenting the man with a second 
card. 

‘Madame Clover.’ read Sherrinford. 

‘Its pronounced Miss Price Jones,’ the man interrupted 
politely but emphatically. 'May | - and Miss Georgie Price Jones, 
my secretary - take ~ few minutes of your time?’ Sherrinford 
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placed an empty cigarette holder in his mouth and considered 
it. 

"You've come about the murdered amateur detectives,’ he 
said mildly, the holder waggling dramatically as he spoke, 'you 
will need to be here for more than a few minutes.’ 

"That's remarkably shrewd of you,’ announced the man 
smoothly as he removed his bowler hat. 

‘An inevitable deduction, nothing more.’ He let them into the 
room and directed them to sit while he stood by the fireplace. 

‘How may | be of help to you?’ Sherrinford enquired as he 
knocked his cigarette holder out needlessly into the grate. 

"We want to find out who is responsible for these killings,’ 
said Georgie. 

‘Responsible?’ said Sherrinford, looking over at her in 
puzzlement. H straightened, 'I should have thought these 
actions were highly irresponsible, He looked towards the 
window. 'As it is, | doubt very much if this is a response. Quite 
the opposite.’ 

"You mean that someone is pre-emptively disposing of 
sleuths.’ said the man, leaning forward in his chair and resting a 
hand on his umbrella. 

"That is precisely my meaning.’ answered Sherrinford gravely. 
He walked over and sat on the edge of his desk. 'As | said to 
my friend Ormond, consider the facts. A number of these 
amateurs and weekend logicians have bee silenced; the way is 
clear for a criminal mastermind to prosecute any crime he 
wishes in the sure knowledge that only one opponent has the 
wit to frustrate him. That is, only one threat to keep at bay.’ 

"You mean, you.’ said Georgie clarifying things for herself. 

‘Quite so.’ 

‘| see your point; said the man. 

"You see what | have observed - and it is observation that is 
the key here, 'So who should we be looking for?’ 

"The organiser of the doings of the underworld, the Conductor 
of Crime, if you will." 

Georgie looked from Sherrinford to her companion as he 
folded his hands over the handle of his umbrella and rested his 
chin. 'How would we find him?’ 

Sherrinford allowed himself a hollow chuckle. 
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"You wouldn't. He hides himself too well. It is best to wait for 
him to stand revealed - and then, 1 shall be waiting.’ 

‘But in that case,’ said Georgie, ‘he will kill some more 
detectives.’ 

Sherrinford shrugged. 'Of course he will, it's in his nature. 
Anyway, a few more of these second-raters out of the way may 
be no bad thing.’ 

Both Georgie and the man looked at Sherrinford in surprise. 

'Well, | mean,’ Sherrinford carried on defensively, ‘it might 
make the profession look a bit less attractive and some of us 
are trying to make a living.’ He stood up, looking irritably at their 
bemused expressions. ‘I'm not doing this for the good of my 
health, am I? | wouldn't mind getting rid of a few of them, frankly. 
That simpering smug knitter for a start.’ 

Sherrinford stopped abruptly and swayed. He put a hand to 
his forehead and shut his eyes for a moment. 

‘Excuse me now please,’ he said faintly. 'l'm not feeling all 
that well.’ Georgie looked at the man sitting beside her. He 
used his umbrella to rise to his feet. 

‘Can we get you anything?’ 

Sherrinford shook his head as he crossed the room to ring 
downstairs. 

'I shall be better presently... he murmured, pulling a 
handkerchief from his pucker and mopping at his temples. 

"Thank you for your time, Mr Sherrinford,'’ the man said, 
tipping his bowler hat before replacing it on his head. 'Miss 
Price Jones?’ he added, holding the door for her. 

As they descended the stairs someone turned around the 
corner of the staircase below them. 

‘Mrs H.’ exclaimed the man in surprise. 

The woman looked at them with an expression of dismay 
over the top of the tray she was holding. 

‘Please,’ she whispered, glancing around her cautiously, ‘not 
so loud.’ 

‘Moonlighting from the professor?’ the man continued 
amiably. 

‘| also look after Mr Sherrinford,' Mrs H said, sounding put 
out. 'And he has just called, please excuse me.’ 
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She deftly moved past them with the tea tray and carried on 
up the stairs. The man pulled a face at Georgie, who shrugged 
in response. 

"Wonder what the H stands for?' the man mused. 


Iris lit a cigarette and inhaled heavily before tapping the end 
pre-emptively against the side of the ashtray. 

"Whatever you think, let me handle this,’ she said under her 
breath. 'This requires some really special measure of delicacy.’ 

"That's what I'm afraid of.’ responded Tom, even more sotto 
voce. 

Iris apparently didn't hear him. She inhaled again, nervously, and 
blew out a cloud of smoke as if trying to provide cover. 

The man and Georgie walked into the tearoom where they had 
agreed to meet. As the bell above the door tinged gently, Iris gave a 
start. The man tipped his hat in acknowledgement and came over to 
join them. 

'Hello there,’ he said courteously. 'Reminds me of a Lyons,' he 
added.’ looking around appreciatively. 'Been here long?’ 

Iris saw his eyes move to the remains of her sticky bun. 'Only just 
got here - the waitress is a little slow.’ 

‘Tardy table service,’ he exclaimed as he hung his umbrella on the 
back of an adjacent chair. ‘Tut tut tut.’ 

‘How did you get on?’ said Iris, nonchalantly tapping ash. 

‘Well, Mr Carr has locked himself in his room,' announced Georgie, 
sitting down and helping herself to a sugar lump. 

‘Refuses to see anyone,’ the man added. 

‘And Mr Sherrinford thinks we're up against a cunning criminal 
mastermind,’ finished Georgie, crunching sugar. 

Iris waved her Cigarette triumphantly. 

‘| knew it!’ she cried. 'That's what | said, wasn't it! A redoubtable 
runnion clearing the way for some spectacular robbery.’ She looked 
around her enthusiastically. ‘It'll be the crown jewels, | reckon,’ she 
added sagely, ‘Something like that at any rate.’ 

The others remained silent. ‘Don't you think?’ Iris prompted. 'Up to 
a point.’ said Tom slowly. 

'How did you two get on?' asked Georgie. Tom coughed, 

‘Pretty well, on the whole; Iris said airily. 'Mr Smith was extremely 
helpful - a bit cagey at first but | coaxed him out and he confirmed a 
lot of my theories.’ 
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‘Then he...’ began Tom. 

‘Pretty much bears out the idea of a mastermind, the same as me.’ 
Iris finished, stubbing out her cigarette. 

‘That's most informative, good work, Iris.’ said the man, looking 
deep in thought. 'What about the Old Adventurers?’ 

‘Ah, got there a bit late in that case,’ said Iris in an aggrieved voice. 
She brushed her fingers together and reached for a napkin. 

The man's eyes Widened. 'You don't mean... 

'‘Massacred.’ explained Tom, who received a murderous look 
himself from Iris, 

‘Things are getting increasingly deadly, it seems.’ Georgie said. 
‘Whoever it is we're after is being thorough, aren't they?’ She looked 
around the table with a horrified expression. 'Do you think we could 
be in danger? Investigating all this?’ 

‘It's a thought,’ agreed Iris, looking concerned. 

‘| think you'll be quite safe, Iris,' murmured Tom. 

‘All the more reason to get on with apprehending this assassin.’ 
Resolved the man. 'Perhaps we should ask Hercule Smith to assist 
us.’ 

‘| don't think he would help us any more,' Iris reluctantly responded, 
looking down at the table. 

‘Really? Unwilling?’ 

‘Unable.’ interjected Tom. 

Iris wriggled uncomfortably in her seat. 

‘Hercule as well?’ said the man. 

Iris nodded, dejectedly. 

‘So that's nine; said Georgie, counting up. 

‘Eleven,’ corrected Tom. 

The man whistled. 

"There was nothing | could do!’ protested Iris. 'They just dropped 
like flies all over the restaurant.’ She shook her head. ‘It was 
extremely organised.’ 

‘Dying diners; said the man. 

‘Any clues?' suggested Georgie. 

‘Maybe; said Tom hesitantly. He bit his lip. 'You see, | recognised 
the waitress there. She was also the maid at Betteredge Hall.’ 

Iris turned and stared at Tom. For a wild moment he thought that 
she was actually going to hit him. 
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The restaurant had been only partially tidied up since the sudden 
deaths that Ihtd taken place. Most of the diners had lost their 
appetites and only stayed around long enough to provide the police 
with eyewitness statements. Now, the place was empty, apart from 
the five white outlines recording the positions of the victims. The 
maltre d' was hunched over his desk, scoring thick black lines 
through some of the bookings. He looked up as a movement blocked 
his light. 

‘Hello there, back again,’ breezed Iris. She waved a hand behind 
her, gesturing to her companions, 'Don't mind us, we just wanted a 
quick word with one of your staff.’ 

The rnaitre d' looked at her in confusion and then at the man 
beside her. 

Without warning he jabbed his fountain pen towards the man's 
face, causing him to veer back awkwardly. 

‘Ah - the fight scene!’ Iris said cheerfully. 

As the man regained his balance Iris produced a handbag, 
apparently from thin air, and swiped the fountain pen from the maltre 
d's hand. He snarled at her and retreated, pulling a table over to 
block her advance. 

'He's getting away.’ shouted Georgie. 

The man vaulted nimbly over the desk in pursuit, skirting tables to 
the side of the room in an effort to head off the maitre d' before he 
could escape. The maitre d' glanced around and saw the man 
chasing him - he picked up a vase from one of the tables and hurled 
it at the man who ducked just in time. The vase hit the wall in a 
shower of glass and petals. 

Iris clambered past the overturned table and joined in the chase, 
her handbag raised threateningly. The maitre d' turned and fled, 
sending another table crashing behind him. 

Tom and Georgie, both of whom were racing down past the 
windows, shouted a warning as the doors to the kitchen opened and a 
face appeared briefly, investigating the noise. The maitre d' called out 
something unintelligible and the figure reappeared. It was the maid, 
holding a gun, She looked wildly from the maitre d' to the four 
advancing figures and shot at the] man, who was nearest. He flung 
himself under a table as the bullet smashed into a picture on the wall, 
shattering the glass and knocking the frame to the floor. Georgie 
shrieked and dived for cover. 
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The maid turned, her gun aimed at Tom now, but before she could 
fire a small object struck the side of her head perfectly and broke in a 
cloud as she pitched to the ground. The maitre d' raced forward to 
collect the gun but the man's umbrella darted from beneath a table 
and tripped him. He fell down beside the maid and immediately 
began sneezing furiously. 

The man climbed to his feet from under a table. He looked at the 
two prone figures and then turned to face Iris. 

‘Splendid shot.’ he said. Then he sneezed. 

‘There was nothing else to hand.’ Iris replied, putting the salt-cellar 
back in the cruet stand. | 

The man took out a large handkerchief and held it to his face. 

‘Georgie, call the colonel and tell him there are two enemy agents 
for him to collect.’ he said, sounding muffled. , 

Georgie walked over to look at the maitre d’ who was groggily 
getting to his feet. She sneezed too. 

‘Well done me! | got him!" shouted Iris happily. She strode forward, 
staring down at her victim with a beaming smile. 

‘Thanks, Iris; said Tom quietly. 'l owe you one | guess.’ ‘1 

The maitre d' looked up at the man and spat at the floor 
vindictively. 

'Hello again, Dmitri,’ the man said. 

He reached out and rapped the maitre d' sharply on the head with 
his umbrella. The man collapsed back to the floor. 

'He's out cold,’ said Georgie. 

‘Good.’ said the man. 'It's her | want to question.’ 

Georgie went to find a phone and the man knelt down beside the 
maid. She stirred slightly as he helped her into a sitting position. 

‘Get some water would you?' he asked Tom. He turned again to 
the maid. 'Wakey wakey,' 

Tom returned and handed him a cup. The maid shook her head 
and moaned. The man helped her to take a sip of water. The maid 
did so, spluttered and then shook her head again. She took the cup 
and cried out, flinging it from her. 

‘What's wrong?’ said Tom. 'It was only tap water.’ 

The maid coughed, grimaced and fell backwards. 

‘Dead!’ shrieked Iris. 

‘Not another one.’ commented Tom. 
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The man stood up and frowned. Suddenly he glanced up and hit 
the top of his bowler hat with his hand. 

‘Of course.’ he groaned. 'Come on, we've got to hurry! 

Iris and Tom managed to chase after the man - collecting up a 
bemused Georgie as they went - and eventually found him outside 
the restaurant. He had jumped into his Bentley and was looking at 
them impatiently. 

‘No time to lose.’ he called, chivvying them up. 

They climbed into the back of the car and the man immediately 
accelerated throwing Iris back into the seat. She shouted out and 
complained that she should be allowed to drive. 


Nearly fifteen minutes later they pulled up in Baker Street. The 
man braked sharply and leapt from the car, grabbing his umbrella as 
the others clambered out after him. 

Iris brushed a hand through her hair. '| should have brought my 
hat,’ she complained. 

The man had already opened the front door and was disappearing 
up the stairs with Georgie and Tom following him. 

'Wait for me! 

At the top of the stairs the man struck the door with the handle of 
his umbrella and they all waited breathlessly for a response. 'Should 
we knock again?’ said Georgie uncertainly. The man opened the 
door and they all hurried inside. 'Too late,' the man announced. 

Mr Sherrinford was lying sprawled across the rug in front of the 
fireplace. 

He had fallen from an armchair, beside which was a small table 
that contained a tea tray. The man stepped past the body and knelt 
down to peer at the teapot, sugar bowl and milk jug. He sniffed at the 
milk and straightened up, looking at the floor around the chair. 

'Ah, there.’ he said with a note of relief. 

He prodded the end of his umbrella beside the chair and lifted up a 
teacup by its handle. Carefully, he turned his umbrella and brought 
the cup closer to him. 'Yes - that's it.’ he murmured. 

What is?’ burst out Iris. 

'A storm?' suggested Tom. 

‘The cause of Mr Sherrinford's demise.’ the man answered. He 
noticed the baffled look on Iris's face. 'He's been poisoned as well.’ 
he added. 
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The door opened again and Mrs H entered. She looked in surprise 
at the four intruders and then caught sight of the body. With a cry she 
stepped back against the wall. 

'How ... oh, what happened to Mr Sherrinford?' she said in a 
quavering voice. 

The man tipped his umbrella, letting the cup slide off onto the tray. 

‘Mrs H' he said. With a swift movement he crossed the room and 
held the tip of his umbrella towards her throat. 'Don't move.’ he added 
with a menacing politeness. 

'Mrs H?' said Georgie. 

Iris stepped towards her as well. 'Of course,’ she said to Georgie. 
'Hadn't you realised?’ 

Georgie shook her head. 'No,' she admitted. 'Oh, dear. I'm really 
not very good at this.’ 

Iris looked from her to Tom and then turned to the man still 
casually holding his umbrella out towards the housekeeper. 

'So when did you cotton on?’ she said offhandedly. 

‘The pattern.’ he replied, not taking his eyes off Mrs H. "Which 
pattern?’ said Iris. 

‘On the teacups,' the man answered, glancing at her with a puzzled 
expression. ‘The cup that killed Miss Jane had the same pattern as 
the cup in the restaurant. And | saw Mrs H taking Mr Sherrinford his 
tea with an identical cup on the tray.’ 

‘Really?’ said Georgie, sounding somewhat out of her depth. 

‘There's always a pattern,’ said Iris knowingly, 

‘Lethal china?’ interjected Tom. 

‘| think we'll find something in the bottom of the cups,' said the 
man. ‘Isn't that right?’ he continued, talking to Mrs H, 'An organised 
cull of detectives by enemy agents.’ 

The housekeeper sneered. 'And we've succeeded.’ 

‘Almost,' retorted Iris. 

‘Georgie?’ the man called over his shoulder. 'Would you telephone 
the colonel again? And do apologise for disturbing his game of bowls 
a second time.’ 

Iris had lit a Cigarette and was now pacing around the 
housekeeper, assessing her carefully. 

'Yes, it's all very clear now.’ she nodded. 'A revolution from below, | 
should have seen it sooner.’ 

The man glanced at her quickly. 

‘There's one thing | don't understand.’ he said. 
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Iris blanched. 'What?' she said weakly. 

'Why did you get involved with such a scheme?’ he said to Mrs H. 
She gave a dry laugh. 

‘I've kept house for some of them for years. I’ve been woken at all 
hours, made countless meals that have been dashed away from and 
wasted, I've cleaned up after all manner of experiments and put up 
with all types rushing in expecting to present a case or leave behind 
some horrible booby trap. Years' worth of it I've had. Good riddance, | 
say!’ she finished angrily. 

There was a pause while she glared at all of them in turn. 

‘She's got a point,’ conceded Tom eventually. 

Once the colonel had sent someone to take Mrs H away the man 
in the howler hat insisted on going to see Professor Proven and 
explain why he would need a new housekeeper. 

Tom pointed out that he would realise soon enough but the man 
was adamant. 

‘Imagine it! A few hours of puzzlement before he attempted to fend 
for himself and then he would be lost in a nightmare of burnt toast 
and stewed tea. It's too pitiful a picture.’ 

Iris - who was now entirely convinced her powers of deduction had 
cracked the case - decided to come along too. 

Tom suspected this was more to do with a potential audience than 
an act of altruism. 

When they arrived the professor showed them into the book-lined 
study while he flustered around with cups of tea and a plate of 
biscuits that he managed to upset over the rug. 

‘There.’ he said at last, puffing his cheeks and touching his 
forehead. 'Quite an effort that. | suppose | shall have to get another 
housekeeper.’ 

‘There's a Mrs Cravat, the colonel mentions.’ said the man as he 
set his hat down on the table. 'I don't know what she's like though.’ 

The professor looked around the table. Georgie and Tom were 
sitting looking politely at the carpet while Iris was craning her neck 
trying to read the titles on the book spines beside her. The man was 
carefully depilating a biscuit. 

‘Anything the matter?’ the professor said quietly, ‘I've not got it 
wrong have |? Tea - boiling water, milk and sugar if required, yes?’ 

‘I'm not really sure that | really fancy a cup of tea,’ said Iris. The 
others murmured assent. 
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‘Oh, of course,’ said the professor, suddenly realising. He 
appeared crestfallen. 'How thoughtless.’ he apologised. 

‘What about | get something from the bus?’ offered Iris brightly, 
already getting to her feet. 

'Ms Wildthyme! A perfectly splendid idea.’ the man beamed. 

Iris hurried away and soon returned with a Silvery catsuit under her 
leopard print frock coat, a green felt hat pulled rakishly over one eye 
and a bottle of champagne in each arm. 

'Here we are - something to keep us going!’ she announced. ‘And 
I've found my bipperty-bopperty hat as well!" 

‘That's more like it! enthused the man. ‘Allow me.’ he said, taking 
the champagne. 

"| shall try and find some glasses.’ said the professor, pushing his 
spectacles up his nose and staring in alarm at Iris. 

He shuffled out of the room and began to clatter through 
cupboards. ‘Incredible.’ muttered Tom to Georgie. 'She can even 
arrange a party in a septuagenarian's personal library after a dozen 
deaths.’ 

The man glanced up from the bottle he was opening. 

‘But we solved the case,' he explained. 'At least, Iris cracked it.’ 

The pop of the cork echoed around the room and the professor 
dropped a sherry glass in surprise. 

‘She's quite something, isn't she?' answered Georgie. 

'Yeah,' Tom nodded. 'I guess she is.’ 


Much later, when they had finished the champagne and Professor 
Proven was still giggling tipsily at one of Iris's more outre stories, they 
all said goodbye and prepared to leave. Iris scooped up the man as 
he replaced his bowler hat and squeezed him affectionately. Georgie 
and Tom hugged politely and the professor hiccupped discreetly. 

‘I'll see you again!’ called out Iris. 

‘Don't worry, I'll keep an eye out for you.’ the man answered as he 
waved her off. 

Iris and Tom boarded the Number 22, waved, and then raced up 
the road in a fanfare of noise and colour before disappearing entirely. 

‘Miss Price Jones,’ exclaimed the man in some surprise. 'I think our 
exit has been upstaged.’ 
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Minions of the Moon 


Philip Purser-Hallard 


Act | 


The city of Endymion is built upon an island in a lunar sea, 
whose pewter waters lap against a shore powdered with ice- 
blue sand. From where Tom stands - the topmost turret of the 
embassy - he sees the city's walls .ind gardens stretch across 
the isle's crenellated breadth. Beyond Endymion's unwalled 
gate, a flimsy-looking bridge of loops and strands extends for 
miles towards the pinnacles of mountains on the sea's far-distant 
shore. 

In one of the nearer courtyards Iris's bus is parked, the only 
flush of red in the Moon's icy landscape of blues and silvers, 
along with the sky-chariots .ind carriages which their hosts have 
provided for the delegation's use. 

The spindly figures of the Lunaries wander the streets and 
shore below: occasionally a hoot of laughter or a reedy cry of 
greeting drifts up to Tom's eyrie. Though purposeful enough, the 
drifting of the crowds lacks all the sense of hurried tension Tom 
associates with city streets, whether in his own lime or in the 
London of Anno Domini 1590. Occasionally one of the 
Inhabitants spreads a set of icarine wings - feathered or insect- 
gossamered, or bat-skin black - and soars aloft to alight on a 
minaret or steeple, or bank ,1I'l'OSS the sea towards one of the 
further shores. 

As well as the bright yellow of the noon-high Sun, the 
glittering waters of rhc Sea of Whatever-lt-ls act as a mirror for a 
larger, lower, blue-green globe. 11 hangs obtrusively in the sky 
like an intimidatingly in-your-face geography teacher - and is, so 
far as Tom has been able to make out through its smearing of 
cloud, entirely missing the continent of Australia. 

‘This is so totally buggered,’ Tom opines, frustrated. 

‘What do you mean, lovey?’ Iris croaks. She is leaning against a 
nearby cornice, enjoying a fag and looking decidedly hungover. 
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She was up late carousing with Sir Jack Fuller and young Harry 
Peerless, together with several random Lunaries who stopped by 
the embassy in search of a good time. Tom left them when 
Phoebus cracked open the phial of ‘jovial vapour’. He didn't fancy 
cackling for hours like a demented duck. 

He sighs. ‘I'm not an experienced interplanetary traveller like 
you, Iris. But | Know what the Moon's supposed to be like, and this 
isn't it. There's water here! We can breathe! | haven't lost eight 
stone overnight!’ 

Iris shrugs. 'Perhaps it somehow loses all its air and water by 
the twentieth century,’ she says without a great deal of interest. 
‘Perhaps all the Lunaries move somewhere else.’ 

‘Along with most of the Moon's mass?" 

She sniffs. 'Oh, don't ask me, chuck, science never was my 
strong point. It's beautiful, though, isn't it? Look at that snowdrift 
seashore, with the mountains rising up like some old sailing ship 
above the Silvery waves. Look at all the people, flitting about the 
place like brightly coloured beetles.’ 

Tom has to admit that it is beautiful - utterly and ravishingly so. 
‘But none of it's supposed to be here,’ he complains, half- 
heartedly. 

‘Says who? If there's one thing I've learned, Tom my lad, in my 
not too enormously long life, it's to stop to admire beauty wherever 
| find it. 'Cause it doesn't bloody last, believe you me.’ Iris grinds 
out her cigarette against the battlement's pearlescent stone and 
takes a deep breath of scented lunar air. 'I'm starving, me. Let's 
see what we can find for breakfast.’ 


Harry Peerless and Phoebus the Lunary are deep in earnest 
conversation in the bright enclosed garden which the English 
delegation has adopted as its breakfast chamber. It is laid out 
ornamentally, with raised walled beds of ferns and fronds, and a 
great multitude of tall flowers in whites and purples and smoky 
blues. 

‘Ooh,’ Iris clucks, ‘it's my two favourite young men! You're both 
up bright and early!’ 

They look up, startled, as she totters over to the sturdy trestle 
table that the servuses have spread with honeyed sweetmeats 
and acold collation, next to the central sundial marked in fourteen 
increments of earthly days. The Lunaries (so Phoebus has 
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informed the delegation) adjusted long ago to the Moon's month- 
long day-night cycle, but - after some heroic efforts to keep up 
with their hosts - the English have reverted to their familiar 
terrestrial mode of timekeeping. 

Harry smiles weakly, clearly suffering like Iris from their recent 
excesses. 'Good morrow, Mistress Wildthyme,' he carefully 
responds. 

‘Thomas! Iris!’ Phoebus drapes an elongated arm casually 
across the young man's shoulders, and beams at the newcomers. 
‘| entreat you, partake of this cold blossom-stag, which is most 
delicious.’ Sitting, the Lunary is Harry's height: standing, he would 
be nine feet tailor more. His face is warm .1S the Sun, and Tom is 
once again entranced by how attractive someone so ... well. other, 
can be. 

Despite the Moon-man's long and tapered limbs, though, his 
red-gold butterfly-wings and his (well, there isn't a politer word) 
antennae, the embassy's lunar attache seems very human - in the 
same way, perhaps, as a god or angel might be considered 
human. Wearing that Grecian pleated skirt - and nothing else - he 
is quite clearly a creature sprung from the human imagination, 
rather than the evolutionary product of an alien biosphere. 

All the Moon's plants and animals seem to be variants on 
earthly species a fact which, like so many others, still bothers 
Tom. 

'Good sirs,’ the Lunary reveals, 'Ganymede vows he has a 
handsome treat In store this seventh, for such of you as elect to 
partake. He offers you a voyage by sea and sail around 
Endymion's isle, followed by a descent to our town of Tethys, built 
in the deepy bosom of the waters. Tethys presents a feat of 
artificer's Cunning the like of which | warrant your earthly nations 
have never yet matched: the details of her construction should 
occasion you no little interest and entertainment.’ He smiles 
enthusiastically, his red-blond hair and beard like sunbeams in the 
midday light. 

... Attractive, but so very not Tom's type. 

Tom prefers Harry - slim, eighteenish, clean-shaven always, 
with large dark long-lashed eyes, and cropped black hair now 
hidden in his feathered cap. Iris, as often happens, seems to 
concur with her companion's assessment. She has already taken 
the empty place next to the boy, and is heckling him about some 
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real or imagined cheekiness committed during their drinking 
session. 

Tom slides in opposite the pair of them. Technically he is 
supposed to be Iris's page - a fact which he finds alternately 
amusing and infuriating - but the English party quickly abandoned 
the finer points of ceremony once it had become clear that they 
held no meaning for their lunar hosts. (He does enjoy the dressing 
up, though. Before they left London, he insisted Iris spend quite a 
lot of their first instalment of the Queen's commission on tabards, 
leggings, caps and pixie boots to keep him looking appropriately 
pagely.) 

'Where are the others?’ he asks, before Iris's attentions can 
embarrass poor Harry any further. 

‘Richard, | know not,’ Phoebus says (putting the servant before 
the master In that careless way the Lunaries have, which Tom is 
very nearly certain is deliberate). 'Malcome is about that thing he 
calls prayer, and Jack's abed. He was in right good humour 
yester-seventh, and drank late with Celaeno, Alcyone and myself 
once Iris and Harry had retired.’ 

'To separate beds, I'll have you know! Iris cackles, digging Harry 
in the ribs. '| won't have you spreading rumours about me, you 
saucy beggar!’ 

The young man chokes on his honeyed pastry; and Phoebus 
withdraws his slender arm. 'I left Jack and the others a mere seventh- 
of-a-seventh since,’ he concludes. 

(Although they have abandoned earthly days, it seems the Lunaries 
still attach some significance to the arrangement of time into 
sevenths of a mundane week. Sometimes they name these portions 
of the week-long lunar mornings and afternoons after the planets - 
excluding the Earth, but including the Sun and Moon - and 
sometimes after metals, for some bizarre reason. As far as Tom 
remembers, this part of the day, soon after noon, is the second 
golden seventh, that of the Sun. On Earth it would be Sunday, so that 
makes some degree of sense.) 

‘You left the three of them together?’ Iris shrills. ‘Ooh, that dirty 
bleeder.' Alcyone and Celaeno are particularly willowy Lunary sisters, 
and Tom recalls Sir Jack taking a more than polite interest in their 
respective charms. 'And after he was being so attentive to me.’ 

Phoebus unfurls his wings and yawns. 'We had all of us imbibed 
prodigious quantities of the old nemean.' 
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‘Ay, that has ever been Sir Jack's way,’ grins Harry. 'I have seen 
Jack Fuller sink a barrel of the Spanish sack, consume a coop of 
capons and fall to earth like a tun of lard; then wails he for 
companions to bear him up, that he might carouse through till the 
morn.’ 

Tom smiles back at him. Iris launches herself into some kind of 
layered pastry confection, and there is silence for a short while. The 
flowers, tall as children, with heads like bells, cymbals and trumpets, 
swing in the breeze around the breakfast-table. The lunar air brings 
scents of cinnamon and orange peel, lending the already exotic 
meats a further savour. 

A peevish voice says, 'Your revels baulked my sleep for half the 
night: - and the idyll is curtailed by the abrupt arrival of Sir Malcome 
Canker. The chaplain stalks between the lumpen servuses at the 
garden gate. 'I could not rest for all your laughter and your riotous 
song.' He seems to be addressing all of them without discrimination, 
never doubting his own status as the only non-debauchee among the 
party. 

‘Is Fondling still abed?' he adds, staring at Tom. 'Sir Jack allows 
his man to become idle, with these men of clay to wait upon his every 
need. He will have a rude awakening when we return to London.’ 

Tom knows Canker's opinion of the freedom he and Sir Jack's 
servant have been receiving, and he doesn't give a toss. 'Come and 
have some cakes and ale,' he calls genially, pleased to provoke a 
scowl from the sable-clad prelate. 

The priest joins them, however - seating himself well away from 
Tom - and helps himself to a small cut of the leanest meat visible. 
‘Hast tidings of the Florentines, Sir Phoebus?’ he asks politely. 

‘None worth the telling,’ Phoebus says. ‘Although | understand that 
they settle well enough into their embassy. We expect a third earthly 
delegation later this seventh - the Flemish, so | hear. Their vesse/ 
approaches the Bay of Crucibles, where some are at hand to greet 
and bring them hither to Endymion.’ 

Canker frowns. 'Another embassy? This | mislike. It seems that 
every court of Europe sends to join us - when Mistress Wildthyme 
vouchsafed to the Queen that her conveyance alone could take us the 
journey.’ 

Iris colours. ‘Listen, buster,’ she says, 'I wasn't to know Duke 
Ferdinand would have Leonardo's leftover spaceship designs still 
about the place, was 17 | didn't even know the sly old bugger’d been 
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taking notes. And you know the Flemish and their astronomy, it's 
nothing but azimuths and epicycles with that lot. These'll be the last, 
I'm sure.’ 

‘Our magnifying towers have observed two further transports that 
now undertake the journey,’ Phoebus corrects her affably, nodding 
toward the fecund globe in the sky. 'Our challenge has garnered 
much interest among your earthly nations.’ 

‘More yet?' Harry is alarmed. 'Sir Jack should know of this, and Her 
Majesty.’ 

"Then we shall make it known at once,’ Phoebus reassures him 
with a gentle touch on his shoulder, and Canker's sour expression 
deepens. 

A sudden commotion, then, at the intricate wrought-metal gates, as 
a frantic running man crashes into first the stone-still figure of a 
servus, then .1 gatepost, then the floor. The servus - a slavish effigy 
shaped from MoonHail and water, furnace-fired, then animated by an 
aery spirit summoned ‘according to the usual techniques' - stirs into 
life, picks up the struggling man and dusts him down. 

‘Sirs!’ Richard Fondling shouts. 'Oh, sirs, the Queen! My master is 
ruined! 

He dallies with the Moon strumpets - he lies with them still - and 
now Her Majesty has observed him in their lecherous embrace! Sirs, 
he is undone! Tom tries hard not to catch Iris's eye, but both of them 
end up sniggering nevertheless. 


‘Sir Jack! Jack Fuller!’ thunders the Queen. 'Wilt thou greet thy 
prince with such lascivious depravity?’ 

Sir Jack cowers in his bed, between the long-legged nakednesses 
of his companions. He shrinks back into his voluptuous pillow - 
stuffed, he has been assured, with the feathers of the flitterbut, a 
most remarkable fish which nests in the slender trees alongside lunar 
lakes and rivers - and pulls the sheet further up his prodigious belly. 
Elizabeth of England is famous for her rages; inherited, like so much 
else, from her right royal father. 

Her lusty bellow would have done the old King proud, although the 
mirror's sheeny surface vibrates away the worst of it. 'Sirrah,' she 
yells, ‘for this thy disrespect towards our person, we should have thy 
harlot's head! 

‘Mercy! Fuller wails. 'Have mercy, Majesty!’ 
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Within the iron mirror in its frame - a frame which surely did not 
stand in the chamber when Fuller and his bedfellows retired - her 
puissant Majesty the Queen glares at her ambassador. The 
monarch's face is powdered and her cheeks vividly rouged. The 
years have not been kind to her: at fifty-seven years of age, she 
resembles her father more than is desirable for any woman, 
especially a daughter of the late King Henry. 

The rest of the ambassadorial party - who raced here at 
Fondling's bidding, theoretically to Fuller's rescue, but now find 
themselves strangely reluctant to intervene between him and his 
monarch - gawp from the chamber doors. The vaulted 
bedchamber is night-dark, the light of Sun and Earth outside 
obscured by heavy blinds across the windows. Next to the bed, 
one of the phosphorescent fluid-filled flasks which serve the 
Lunaries as lanterns glows gently. 

Fuller cringes: Celaeno (or possibly Alcyone) giggles. She 
and her sister have skin like smooth bark, nipples like wood- 
Knots, hair and feathers the colour of ivy; with crowns and belts 
of leaves about their heads and loins that may, just possibly, 
have grown there. 

‘|never meant your majesty should see!’ pleads Sir Jack. ‘That 
is to say - | never meant that such a sordid scene should unfold, 
my lady; but these harlots, these ... harpies of the Moon 
cozened me, seducing me with vile rnagics, until | was quite 
moonstruck! | pray your majesty's forgiveness!’ he squeals, voice 
cracking as Alcyone's (unless it is Celaeno's) wingtip tickles him 
in a private location. 

‘Struck by the Moon, Sir Jack?’ Elizabeth demands 
imperiously. 'Or by aught else?' Her looking-glass image wears 
a puffy brocade dress with vast skirts and shoulders, and sits 
atop a gilt, gem-spattered throne. Another iron mirror, the gift of 
the Lunarles, twin to this one and ‘in affinity’ with it, is set up in 
the Queen's chamber of presence at Whitehall. Similar pairs - in 
silver, copper, gold, brass, tin, zinc, bronze - stand severally in 
the other royal courts of Earth and in the other, mostly empty, 
embassies throughout Endymion. 

‘| was enchanted, Majesty!’ Jack cries. 

‘Enchanted how?' Her Majesty asks. The crestlike ruff, and 
the prongs of her gold crown, conspire to evoke a red-wigged 
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triceratops. 'Did these witches conceal some lusty philtre in thy 
Spanish wine?’ 

‘Ay, master!’ Fondling cheerfully interjects from the doorway. 
‘Likely they slipped you something in the sack!’ 

Tom isn't at all sure why the English delegation brought 
Fondling along - the man's a total clown. It was made clear 
enough that domestic service aplenty would be provided at 
Endymion, but Fuller and his manservant are obviously reliant 
on one another. By now, Tom's heard more inadvertent plays on 
‘lunar sea’ and 'lunacy' than he cares to count; and his sporadic 
attempts to take Fondling seriously have always foundered on 
the fact that the manservant insists on using the first name 
‘Dick’. 

Galvanised by the awkward silence, Harry Peerless takes 
charge of the situation. He strides up to the burnished mirror, 
makes his obeisance, and humbly craves the Queen's pardon 
on behalf of the whole party. With her grudging permission, he 
directs a pair of servuses to carry the heavy frame back to the 
embassy's affinity chamber, where it habitually stands - and 
whence somebody has had it moved, in order to discomfit poor 
Sir Jack. 

The delegation reports to Her Majesty seventhly after 
breakfast: the politics of Endymion are so leisurely as to seem 
comatose, but Elizabeth insists on being kept informed. 
Recently she has taken to sitting in her presence chamber, 
glaring at the iron mirror, impatiently awaiting her ambassador's 
arrival in its polished face. Somebody knew this. 

The metal hums and buzzes with the monarch's protests, but 
at such a distance, even Her Majesty can hardly prevent the 
object's return to its rightful location. 


Act Il 


It is the seventh of iron, the seventh of the planet Mars - or, 
by the earthly way of thinking, Tuesday. The ambassador and 
party are inspecting Brazen's brain: guiding them in their tour of 
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its arcane interior, no less renowned a shade than Roger 
Bacon, alchemist and friar. 

Brazen himself they met earlier this seventh - an insectile, 
condescending Lunary constructed out of smoothly polished 
brass. He is an automaton, or as the Lunaries would have it an 
‘artefactual intellect’. His cunningly articulated limbs are stalkier, 
his glass eyes more bulbous, than those of his countrymen, and 
his voice has an harmonious timbre like a sarcastic gong. His 
demeanour was altogether thoroughly superior, and Harry 
declared him J downright rude mechanical. 

At present the delegation's members stand on a circular railed 
platform, set about with dials, between two orchards of gigantic 
camshafts. Great cogwheels throb and thrum above Tom, Iris, 
Harry Peerless, Jack Fuller and Roger Bacon. Sir Malcome has 
stayed at the embassy, declaring that engineering holds no 
interest for him. Fondling came, but was waylaid en route by the 
promise of some hedonistic indulgence, and dropped out of the 
party before it reached the funicular tunnel. 

Impressive though this is - this cavern set about with cogs and 
pulleys, pistons and knurled gears - the delegation has become 
somewhat inured to wonders during its time on the Moon. The 
largest components of Brazen's consciousness are bigger than 
mill-wheels, which they rather resemble: the finest, as Bacon 
has demonstrated, are visible only through a handheld 
magnifying lens. The former friar is inordinately proud of his 
creature, who he tells them is the most sagacious of all the 
artefactual Lunaries. He has brought with him a vessel of oil and 
a small case of tools, in case his Invention's mind requires any 
adjustment. 

(The cleric perplexed Tom dreadfully when they were first 
introduced. 'Urn ... aren't you dead?' he asked the friar, 
tactlessly. 'I thought you died hundreds of years ago. And also, 
why are you a Lunary?' 

Tonsured and bearded, Bacon is nevertheless of typical lunar 
physique: shaped like a normally-proportioned man on stilts, 
with stubby horns, attenuated arms, and wings indistinguishable 
from those of a bat — particularly since his skin is all over a 
leathery black. 
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‘Dead?’ Iris hissed from behind him. ‘/ thought he was 
supposed to be writing the works of Shakespeare. Will told us 
that night in the Mermaid that they had an arrangement.’ 

Friar Roger looked confused, as Tom hushed back at her. 
"That was Francis Bacon.’ 

‘Ooh, that painter? I've met him and all.’ 

‘No - look, I'll explain later.’ 

It transpires that Bacon died according to schedule in the 
thirteenth century; but that the Lunaries - of course - have 
cunning artifices to waylay the souls of the dead, as they pass 
through the lunar sphere on their way to Heaven from the 
sublunary realm. These shades the Lunaries trap in flasks, as 
they ascend the upper air, and - if they like them, and the dead 
in question think they might enjoy life on the Moon - they grow 
them bodies appropriate to their new sphere. 

Technically, the friar has exiled himself from Heaven's grace 
by accepting the offer, but this doesn't seem to worry him 
unduly.) 

'As affairs stand,’ Bacon is now confiding gravely, 'the balance 
of the commonwealth's consent is poised betwixt the English 
suit and that of Florence. It is a nice question which way it may 
at last incline.’ 

Rather than marvelling at this cathedral cave of pallid stone, 
deep inside the Moon's embrace, where stalactites and 
stalagmites meet to frame assemblies of gear-shafts and 
pendula, the Englishmen (their voices nearly drowned as 
Brazen's thinking tocks and purrs around them) are talking of 
politics. 

Realising perhaps that Fuller is liable to follow up his 
reference to suits with some discussion of men's fashions, 
Bacon presses on. ‘Thanks to the excellent good relations 
between your selves and our comrades Phoebus and 
Ganymede - and sundry others of Endymion to whom you have 
shown most generous hospitality - your cause has many to 
speak for it, myself included.’ Bacon still takes an interest in 
England's fortunes, but of course the other embassies - the 
Florentines, the Flemish and Illyrians - may call upon the 
influence of their own ghostly expatriates. ‘Alas, the party of the 
Florentines is prodigious also.’ 
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Beneath them, barely visible within its cradle of wires and 
rods, Brazen the automaton's body hangs in simulacrum. The 
motions of this model, directed by the mechanism which 
surrounds them all, are conveyed to the robotic Lunary's worldly 
body through the mediation of aery spirits not dissimilar to 
those which motivate the servuses. The hands, the tongue, the 
wings, the clanging heart: each has an ethereal messenger 
transmitting its every shift and shiver to its distant duplicate. 

There is a philosophical conundrum, Bacon has told them: is 
it the case that Brazen's body is elsewhere, directed hence by 
remote manipulation? Or is the Lunary's true body that which 
hangs beneath them, while that which walks about in Endymion 
is a mere puppet? 

It's not one Tom gives much of a toss about, to be honest. 

‘Good friar, my thanks,’ Sir Jack says, visibly distracted by 
the lack of readily available comestibles in this machine-shop of 
the mind. 'These tidings shall | convey to Her Majesty,’ he 
nervously adds. He has, miraculously, not yet been relieved of 
his post, despite the earnest entreaties of Sir Malcome, who 
considers himself a far more apt alternative. 

Apparently - so Iris claims, at least - the Queen is keeping 
Fuller on because 'he merrily amuseth me’. Tom can't quite see 
that being a sound basis on which to appoint a country's 
diplomats, but who is he to argue with an hereditary autocracy? 

It's true, though, that Sir Jack gets on with the Lunaries an 
awful lot better than Canker does. Perhaps Iris's old friend is 
shrewder than Tom gives her credit for. 


‘Ah, Mistress Wildthyme,’ Sir Jack sighs, later that same 
seventh. He has managed to find the refreshments he was 
craving, and has partaken of them liberally. ‘Fair Iris, thou art 
the apple of mine eye. Come kiss me, Iris Wildthyme, mistress 
of the buss!’ 

"That's a feeble joke, Jack Fuller,’ Iris tells him, trying not to 
smirk. 'What's more, you've used it already. And I've told you 
before - the apple of the eye's the pupil, not the iris, you daft 
ha'p'orth.' 

Sir Jack affects dismay. ‘To turn away as suitor such a fine 
and sturdy gentleman as | - can such truly be your will, Mistress 
Iris?" 
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‘It most certainly can,' says Iris. 'In fact, it's not only my will, 
it's my wont as well! How's that for wordplay?’ 

'Ah, me.’ Fuller moans cheerfully. 'How cruelly thou spurnest 
me, good mistress! ' 


That night - which is to say that portion of this seventh of the 
sunny lunar afternoon when Europe, if it were visible in the sky, 
would lie within the Earth's own shadow - that night, late, Tom 
finds Iris sitting in a bay window at the embassy staring out 
across the sunlit sea. 

She has a third-full bottle of sluggish golden mead, and an 
empty phial of one of the vaporous drugs. From her teary 
countenance, it doesn't look to be the jovial one. 

Tom has been at yet another party, this one a formal 
reception hosted by In elegant lunar dignitary named Celeste. 
The Florentine and Flemish delegations, including a rather tasty 
young painter engaged to create a visual record of Duke 
Ferdinand's sojourn in Endymion, were in attendance. Tom was 
accompanied by Jack, Canker and Fondling: Iris stayed behind, 
pleading amost uncharacteristic headache. Phoebus and Harry 
were out on the town somewhere, but she had Ganymede and 
the servuses for company: she'd be fine, she insisted, and he 
should go. 

He wondered at the time if she was bored with life in 
Endymion. He isn't sure how that's technically possible, what 
with the dancing. feasting, drinking, tobacco products (imported 
from the Earth by special arrangement with one of the New 
World tribes, apparently) and alchemically engendered 
designer drugs that are on offer. Still, the point of his and Iris's 
adventures together is to have fun. If Endymion isn't doing it for 
her any more, then they should leave, probably. 

Her current miserable expression is more than can be 
accounted for by mere boredom, however. 'Are you okay?’ he 
asks her. 

Iris starts, and he realises she didn't even hear him come in. 
‘Oh, lovev,' she says, ‘you did give me a fright.’ She tries to 
compose her wilted face, smear away her tears and refill her 
goblet, all in one go. Something has to give, and Tom dives in to 
rescue the drug phial from smashing on the floor. 
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‘I'm fine.’ she insists gaily, ‘happy as a daisy. How was your 
soiree?’ 

‘Not bad,' says Tom. 'Jack was on form. Celeste seems very 
nice - she introduced us to Duke Ferdinand, and a bunch of 
lunar luminaries. Oh, and a friend of yours - Leonardo da Vinci. 
He's been living here since he died, like Roger. He's hanging 
out with the Florentines, of course, but he says hi.' 

"That's nice." Iris sniffs heavily. 

‘Iris, are you sure you're all right?’ he asks her. 

She sighs. 'Oh, Tom,' she mutters. ‘It's just that bloody Harry 
Peerless.’ 

‘Harry?’ Tom asks unwisely. 'What's he done?’ 

‘Done?’ she screeches. ‘Done? The little bugger's only gone 
and turned me down, that's all!' Her face collapses. Tve been 
trying to get him on his own for bloody days; she says, and 
bursts into tears. 

Tom tries his best to comfort her. He sits with her, and lets her 
use his lacy handkerchief. He gives her a reassuring cuddle. He 
fetches his cigarettes. And all the while he's thinking, The daft old 
besom. Did she really think she was in with a chance? 

"You know - huh - what this place is - huh - like.’ The rhythm of 
her voice is shattered by sobs. ‘Everyone's so unin - huh - 
bloody - huh - hibited. Everyone - huh - else is getting their - huh 
- end away, why can't - huh - |?' 

Tom pats her arm. 'Shush,' he suggests. 

‘Harry came back; she goes on in a rush, ‘with that Phoebus, 
and | thought ... well, you know. | thought Harry and me could 
have some fun together. Oh, | shouldn't have been so drunk, | 
know, but he's so gorgeous, Tom, with those deep dark eyes ... ' 

Tom sighs. It's not as if they shouldn't both be used to this by 
now, but Iris never seems to learn. He tries to keep his voice 
gentle and sensitive as he asks, 'So you, erm ... tried to get off 
with him?' 

‘| just said it might be nice!’ Iris wails. 'If we ... enjoyed' some 
quiet time together, just him and me. With a few drinks, and 
some of that ... what do they call that one, you know? The 
‘'venusial vapour’, is it?" 

"Venereal', I'm afraid,' says Tom. 'These Lunaries know how 
to sell a product.’ 
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That gets him a weak smile. 'He said | was too old for him,’ 
she snuffles, 'and he wouldn't fancy me anyway, if | was 
younger. He told me not to take it the wrong way. He said he 
hoped we could be friends! 

Again Tom puts his arms around her skinny shoulders. 
Outside the waters shift and gleam in the afternoon sun. 'We 
don't have to stay, you know,’ he points out, selfishly hoping she 
isn't going to take him up on it. 'The Lunaries can get the others 
home.’ 

Their hosts have the technology, sure enough - they sent 
ambassadors to every capital in Europe, after all - but Tom's 
enjoying the life of Endymion enormously, perhaps more than 
anywhere else they've yet visited. He doesn't want to leave yet, 
with so much left to do and to discover. 

Iris seems to collect herself a little. 'Oh, no, chuck. | want to 
see this through - it's too exciting to leave now. What's going to 
happen, eh? Who will the Lunaries make their alliance with? 
What happens here could affect the whole course of human 
history.’ 

'Well, yes,' Tom says. 'About that, Iris ... ' 

‘I'd love to know what Harry's really doing here,’ she adds, 
thoughtful suddenly. 'There's a lot of courtiers back in England 
who'd kill for the job our Bess has given him, as old Jack's 
adjutant or whatever she calls it. He's so young, and there's a lot 
riding on this. She must be awfully attached to him.' 

Tom knows this next train of thought isn't going to get him 
anywhere, but he has to take it anyway. 'Iris - if this is the real 
past, and not some weird alternative-universe-stroke-virtual- 
reality thing... then isn't changing history exactly what we're 
doing here? | mean, first contact with extraterrestrials in 1590? 
We'd have heard about that before, surely? The same if 
anybody'd actually signed a treaty with a lunar utopia. | mean, 
that's the sort of thing history books mention.’ 

Iris tuts. 'Oh, history books. They miss stuff. | could tell you 
things about when Her Nibs was a young slip of a thing that you 
wouldn't believe. Ooh, and later on, too - Virgin Queen, my Aunt 
Fanny! Nobody ever reads about that in your history books, do 
they?’ 

‘But that's just a personal detail. Not a world-changing event.’ 


Page 59 of 243 


Wildthyme on Top 


"That's very easy for you to say,' she tells him tartly. 'You 
weren't the one that had to comfort the poor little sod when 
some swine dumped her for her bloody sister.’ 

‘But this is huge,’ Tom doggedly insists. 'If the English make 
an alliance with the Lunaries, they'll -' 

"They'll what?’ Iris retorts, her previous despondency 
seemingly forgotten. 'Go from a third-world power to a globe- 
trotting empire in a couple of generations? Throw their weight 
around enslaving your ancestors? Lead the world in industry 
and technology? Invent science fiction?’ 

Tom opens his mouth to answer her. The Sun glints off the 
molten sea, and shoals of flickering motes Jackknife across the 
vaulted ceiling. 

‘History's robust,’ Iris concludes, suppressing a giant yawn. 
"Time's a big girl. She doesn't need us taking care of her, and 
frankly, | can't be arsed. 'l'm off to bed,’ she says. And goes. 


Act Ill 


Beneath them in the valley, chariots attended by swift-flitting 
Lunaries are harrying a lion. The grizzled beast is vast, its 
leaden mane shaggy and lank. Mobbed by the hunting-swarm it 
bounds across the vale, rears and swipes at its airborne 
pursuers, as if it were posing for an heraldic diptych: courant, 
rampant. 

Apparently the lion is invulnerable to weapons made from 
iron, bronze or stone, and so the hunt involves purpose-blown 
glass spearheads and arrows. Two of the sky chariots also 
carry a huge twine net, which the lion avoids with ease as it bats 
at its persecutors with its forepaws. Tom is convinced that one 
blow from those tractor-sized pads would be the end of Iris or of 
anybody else, but Phoebus has laconically assured him that 
there is no danger save to the lion. 

Even so, Tom's elected to sit this one out, with Phoebus and 
some cigarettes for company. ‘Thomas, might | ask thy 
counsel?’ the Lunary asks now. 'Sure,' Tom says. 'Fire away.’ 

Today is Thursday, Jupiter's or love's seventh: the seventh, 
rather oddly, of the metal tin. In lunar terms, it's lateish 
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afternoon, and the Sun stands, not high, above the undulating 
gunmetal-coloured grassland. The hill crest opposite where Tom 
and Phoebus stand is cloaked with slim bodkin trees, purple- 
blue conifers fronting the border of a lunar forest. Scents of 
citrus and ginger stray past Tom's nostrils. The scene could very 
nearly be an earthly one - save for the Earth itself, set in the sky 
above them like a bulbous emerald. 

Perceiving scale from up here isn't easy. From the top of this 
hill, it looks as ifa flight of butterflies is spitefully turning the 
tables on a playful kitten. 

‘| know the customs of your countrymen but little," Phoebus is 
saying. He is subdued, massaging his flowing beard with 
tendrilly fingers. 'A matter hath oppressed me all this afternoon, 
since Malcome mentioned it this golden seventh. | would be 
thankful for the wisdom of another Englishman. It concerns 
Harry and myself,’ the Lunary continues, ‘our... friendship.’ 

‘| thought it might,’ says Tom. 

He wonders what Iris would say to this. She's throwing 
herself into the thick of things down in the valley, bellowing 
'Tally-ho! and '‘Tantivy!' every few seconds and causing all 
manner of otherwise avoidable disruption. Tom wonders if she's 
really so ecstatically caught up in the spirit of the chase, or if 
she's indulging in some surreptitious hunt sabotage. 

The other members of the English delegation have grown up 
in an age that views cockfights and bear baiting as the 
equivalent of games consoles. When Phoebus informed them 
of the proposed pursuit, Sir Jack puffed himself up and 
declared that it would be ‘rare sport'; and even Sir Malcome, 
characteristically scornful of such frivolity, seemed to require 
less persuading than usual before he joined in. 

The moment Fuller actually saw the lion, of course, he tried 
to back out on the grounds that 'it was a right noble creature, 
not fitting to be vexed by such as us.' He had to be shamed by 
Harry into actually going ahead with the hunt. 

‘Malcome considers it "unseemly, improper and abominable’”,' 
Phoebus goes on, ‘for such a one as | to be in intimacy with 
Harry. Our intercourse would be a scandal back at your court, 
Malcome avers, and of consideration ror my friend | must ensure 
that it desist." 
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"Your intercourse,’ says Tom. 'Right. Yes. Look, Phoebus,' he 
says, feeling that some things are inarguable, 'Malcome 
Canker's a twat. If you and Harry are happy together, then good 
for you. If Canker and his type have a problem with that, well, 
that's all it is. His problem.’ 

"Yet, of my ignorance of these your ways,' Phoebus muses, 'I 
fail to comprehend the cause of this his ... problem. Is it with 
our natures, being as we are of different spheres? Is there 
proscription among the English against conjugation with such 
as |?' 

‘Actually, | don't know,’ says Tom. ‘Quite possibly. But | 
imagine Malcome's basic objection is going to be that you're 
both blokes.’ 

Phoebus looks quizzically at him. 

‘Males of the species, then.’ Tom Sighs. 'Look, English 
society in this era is unbelievably repressed. Less so than later 
on, admittedly, but ... well, never mind. If you were a girl, 
Malcome wouldn't have a leg to stand on. The fact Is, two guys 
just aren't allowed to get romantic together in Sixteenth-century 
England - not in the public eye, at any rate.’ 

The Lunary appears enormously relieved by this. 'Is't true, my 
friend? Sir Malcome's condemnation is of no more substance 
than this?’ He laughs. 'How quaint your ways are, underneath 
the Moon. How readily o'ercome, such — sublunary 
superficialities.' 

Tom feels that this is waxing somewhat too optimistic. 'Well, 
yeah,’ he says. ‘Like | said ... if you're happy, go for it.' 

Down in the vale, the lion makes a furious break for freedom. 
It dashes one of the net-bearing vehicles from the sky, and 
snaps at the whirling Lunaries, scattering them like motes. The 
stricken chariot rights itself before alighting on the ground, but 
by now its quarry is away, leaping through the valley towards the 
further woody hill brow. Hunters wheel and circle cautiously in 
Its wake. 

The beast recoils, however, when from the woods a silvered 
serpent breaks Irs cover. This equally gigantic newcomer slithers 
madly, hissing in all di rections, from the forest's darkness, then 
finds its path converging with the lion's. The monsters halt and 
rear up at the unexpected confrontation. They stare, and then 
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the lion bellows, the serpent's many heads sizzle and seethe In 
offended challenge. 

Behind the pallid worm, a second wave of flying figures 
breasts the hill above the trees. These pull up short and hover 
as they sight the rival, English hunting party. 


Ferdinand, Duke of Florence, smiles at Sir Jack Fuller, 
exposing predatorial teeth. With those jaws, and his thoroughly 
twirlable moustaches, he puts Iris irresistibly in mind of a 
manticore she encountered once, whilst adventuring in the 
depths of the Indian jungle. 

‘It seems the objects we pursue are once again in conflict,’ the 
Duke smirks, and Sir Jack huffs and pretends not to have heard 
him. 

Duke Ferdinand: his heart black as his cloak, his conscience 
murky as his bowels, his eyes bright as a stiletto drawn at 
twilight ... oh, Iris Wildthyme knows his type all right. She's met 
him by the coachload on her travels. He'd poison his own 
children if he thought it would bring him closer to some mythical 
source of power. 

If Iris is honest with herself (something she tries not to make a 
habit of), she finds that terribly attractive in a man. 

The presence of Ferdinand and his entourage, on this hilltop 
at this moment, is no coincidence, she's sure of that. It's the 
kind of petty demonstration that tyrants like him exult in. 

The hunts, both Florentine and English, have been 
abandoned. The hunters, assembled together on the hill brow, 
spectate and speculate as their monstrous quarries skirmish 
bloodily. Money has changed hands. Now the serpent's sinewy 
body is wrapped around the torso of the lion, which is clearly not 
invulnerable to the reptile's fangs or lashing tail. Several times 
the noble beast has bitten through a scaly neck and severed one 
of the snake's heads: each decapitation has resulted in the 
speedy growth of replacements. Mammal and reptile slash and 
rip and spit and roar, their erstwhile persecutors quite forgotten 
in the face of this territorial challenge. 

The huntsmen of the Florentine party carry shouldered metal- 
barrelled rifles, augmented with magnifying sights. Instead of 
piloting sky chariots, each wears a clockwork-stuffed backpack, 
mounted on sides and rear with gyroscopic flywheels. 
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Camshafts support a light wooden air screw above each head. 
Some of the men hold what look to be flame-throwers - 
presumably for cauterising severed stumps of hydra-heads. 

lris, of course, identified these devices' inventor at a glance. If 
she runs into Leonardo back in Endymion, she'll be giving the 
old bugger a piece of her mind and no mistake. Her Bess's lads 
were doing fine before he started sticking his exqulsitely 
machine-tooled oar in. 

Duke Ferdinand has orchestrated this little rendezvous just to 
demonstrate how hand-in-glove he is with his own Lunary 
supporters ... and that his close encounter with the 
extraterrestrials is yielding concrete technological results. It's 
just his little hint that - should, regrettably, anything so vulgar as 
a war come to pass over the lunar situation - England will find in 
Florence a foe to be reckoned with. 

A sudden cry goes up from the Italians, and from the English 
a dismayed moan, as beneath them in the valley the lion falls, at 
last succumbing to the serpent's venom. It kicks its back legs 
thrice, and surrenders the ghost. Its victors many mouths drip 
blood and poison, hissing vicious triumph at the Earth above. 

Tom seeks out Harry late that seventh, first in the communal 
rooms of the embassy and then in the young man's own 
bedchamber. 

Although Sir Malcome Canker is indeed a twat of the first 
water, the surly chaplain is unfortunately right on certain counts. 
Harry is the product of an unenlightened era: the attitudes some 
of his countrymen will take when they learn of his dalliance with 
Phoebus will be severe. Tom feels protectively towards the 
young man, almost paternally in fact. He wants to be sure Harry 
understands what he may be getting into, and to emphasise that 
he can count on Tom's and Iris's support. (So Tom believes, at 
least: although he knows that Iris is still chafing at Harry's snub, 
she'll do what's right by the lad.) 

Sir Jack's adjutant is elusive, though. Phoebus Tom finds 
ensconced in an upper turret room with Ganymede and a 
cluster of Lunaries. The attache is hriefing them on plans for the 
embassy's biggest reception yet - scheduled for the coming 
Monday, the first silver seventh of the lunar night. When Tom 
asks after Harry, Phoebus distractedly denies having seen him. 
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Tom leaves the Lunaries to their deliberations. He wonders 
where to search next, and as he does so it occurs to him that 
Harry has to bathe sometimes. 

The English of this era (a fact of which Tom was theoretically 
aware from history lessons, but which he found calling 
insistently on his attention all the while he and Iris were in 
London) are not big fans of washing, nor of any other practice 
which might run any risk of resulting in cleanliness. The reek of 
fishy sewage and raw brine which assailed Tom throughout the 
city was as much an attribute of its inhabitants as of its befouled 
streets. 

The Lunaries hold to more demanding standards of hygiene, 
and the embassy cellars boast a lavish suite of communal baths 
along Roman lines. The cramped bus journey from London to 
Endymion made Tom and Iris very keen indeed that their 
companions should make full use of the facilities, and - despite 
some fears that removing the protective layer of grime and 
Ingrained dirt would render them susceptible to contagion - the 
delegates reluctantly agreed. 

(They haven't told Her Majesty about this. The Queen's a 
stickler for the healthful properties of dirt, and would most 
heartily disapprove. Thankfully for all concerned, the affinity 
mirrors do not transmit smell.) 

Since then, Tom and Iris have spent fun hours splashing 
around with Fuller, Fondling, Phoebus, Malcome even, and 
various passing Lunaries. Even with Phoebus's nude company 
on offer, though, Harry has stayed away. Tom puts this down to 
shyness, perhaps compounded by a fear of public arousal. Still. 
.. Since they've been here, the lad's smelled fine. He must have 
been washing surreptitiously - say when the others, interpreting 
the present time JS night, have been asleep - in order to avoid 
embarrassment. 

The fancy has just come upon him, Tom decides, to take a 
midnight dip, London time. He fetches a towel (from the bus - 
predictably, the Lunaries prefer to dry off by lying around in the 
buff) and wanders down to tile cellar. 

The baths are of a pallid rock like marble, mottled with licheny 
veins of blue and grey. The style is resolutely classical, all pillars and 
mosaics. According to Phoebus, men from the Earth have been 
arriving on the Moon for centuries, even before the Lunaries 
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perfected their technologies for shade entrapment. There are tales - 
all quite mad, of course, but Tom's past worrying about that by now - 
of people making the trip in hot air balloons, in chariots pulled by 
teams of geese, or seated on thrones elevated by rockets. 

The baths are lit by frosted skylights, through which early evening 
sunlight trickles. A faint and furtive splashing can be heard from the 
calidarium, and Tom suddenly has second thoughts. Poor Harry's 
really shy, that much is obvious. Politeness dictates that he should 
leave him be - or at the very least, call out to warn him someone's 
here. Really, the kindest thing would be to go away, and perhaps 
wait for the young man outside his rooms. 

Tom ponders what to do. 

He spots the pile of discarded clothing on the bench beside him 
just as Harry steps out of the hot room, wet and steaming. For just a 
moment, Tom is too excited to avert his eyes - although this is 
naturally a course of action which politeness would be most insistent 
in dictating - and then both he and Harry give vent to loud and 
startled yelps. 

Harry dives lithely, nudely back into the bath room, and Tom 
stands gawping. That momentary glimpse was quite enough for him 
to understand two things. 

Firstly, Malcome Canker's fears are groundless. Secondly, Harry is 
quite definitely not Tom's type. 

After all, Tom's gay. He only fancies other men. 

‘Good Thomas?’ Harry's voice comes through the doorway: polite, 
but with a noticeable tremor. 'Wouldst of thy great kindness tender to 
me mine apparel? | would be loath for another to happen upon the 
pair of us thus compromised. ' 

Wondering how, precisely, someone with even a rudimentary 
knowledge of Elizabethan drama failed to spot this development 
some way away, Tom does as the young woman asks of him. 
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Act IV 


'Fondling!' Jack Fuller cries out, distraught. 'Ah, Dick, some villain 
has undone me. By my good name,' he moans, 'my guts could not 
churn faster if they had swallowed Charybdis herself! My belly 
burns';' Dick, like the devil's gorge.’ 

‘| Know it, master,’ Fondling says. 'In Devon, is't not?’ 

Around Jack's sickbed, miniature orbs spin as they circulate a 
sevenfold course: silver, quicksilver, copper, golden, steel, pewter 
and lead. They form an orrery, whose ticking orison accompanies the 
hospitaller as she stilts about, applying draughts and poultices. Her 
wings are raven-feathered, sleek and oily black. 

The sanatorium walls are constellated. Arrays of needle points 
trace forms uf lions, serpents, bears ... It isn't desperately clear to 
Tom why a hospital should also be a working planetarium, but never 
mind. 

Fondling is gently moved aside, and Olivia kneels at Sir Jack's 
bedside. 'Know'st thou me, Jack Fuller?’ 

‘Harry,’ Fuller murmurs, ‘Harry, lad. ‘Tis worldly wise thou art 
indeed, to pay thy respects to a dying man.’ 

‘Plsh, Jack!’ his protegee replies robustly. 

Olivia and Tom are good friends now: better than Tom and Harry 
were, before the latter's inadvertent self-revelation. Of course the 
young woman - daughter of the Duke of Somerset, apparently - had 
little choice but to confide in Tom once he'd discovered her secret. 
Still, she seems relieved to have a friend with whom to share it: 
particularly now, in light of Sir Jack's unknown ailment and Phoebus's 
equally unexplained absence. 

Now he is aware of her imposture, Tom is alternately amused and 
amazed by how easily Olivia took him in. Admittedly her looks are 
boyish, or at least androgynous, and the haircut works in her favour. 
Evidently too, this period's Inhabitants (not, perhaps, the Lunaries, 
but certainly their earthly visitors) are fooled by the deception. Even 
so, Tom remains astonished at his own gullibility. If it hadn't been for 
the unexpected lunar fad for bathing, Olivia's cover would remain 
intact. 

(The only person Tom - with Olivia's reluctant permission - has told 
of the Impersonation is Iris. She was at first shrilly affronted, but then 
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subsided into J mad cackling. 'That Malcome's going to feel a proper 
idiot when he finds out!’ she said, repeatedly.) 

Tom has an English degree, and yet with all the literary precedents 
available to him - Portia, Viola, Rosalind, not to mention Woolf's 
Orlando - he can't stop thinking of Olivia as 'Bob'. 

‘Thou diest not, Sir Jack,’ the impostress heartily assures her ailing 
mentor. "Thou'rt troubled by the ill effects of thine indulgences, old 
man, no more. Many a day have | found thee groaning abed, 
swearing that sunset will see us thy comrades doling out thy worldly 
goods. By evening thou dost ever call again for sack, salt beef anda 
pretty bawd to serve them thee.’ 

'No, Harry lad, | die,’ Fuller painfully insists. 

Unfortunately, the ambassador has the medical science of the 
Lunaries on his side. According to the raven-winged physician, this is 
precisely what he's doing. 

It hasn't taken Malcome Canker long to start blaming their hosts. 
No sooner did the delegation realise that Fuller was genuinely ill, and 
not just playing up his hangover in a bid for sympathy, than Canker 
began insisting that one of Sir Jack's bed companions of the previous 
night - or alternatively the inexplicably vanished Phoebus - had 
poisoned him. 

Fuller last ate with the others of the English party, all of whom are 
healthy still, then stayed up quaffing and coupling with the Lunaries 
Merope and Sterope. They too are well, although apparently 
distraught at the ambassador's sickness - but who knows, 
Canker says, what potions might inflame an earthly constitution 
while leaving a Lunary untouched? 

'Oh,' Fuller is lamenting now, 'to die, good Harry, to die so far 
from homel An hundred miles - an hundred hundred - | know not 
- from London’ taverns! From the dear Bull's Head,’ he adds 
meditatively to himself, 'where Mistress Slack keeps house; and 
the Grey Hound, where the sack-and-sugar is without equal, 
and the boiled capon flies from its plate into my open mouth; 
and brave Sal Moppet's in Cheap Street, at the sign of the 
Crescent Moon... 

"The Moon,' he wails. 'Oh! To die on the Moon, oh, Harry, 'tis 
not a thing to be borne! 


‘Sod this,’ Iris Wildthyme angrily declares. Away across the 
sea, ivory mountains have obscured the ruddy Sun, and the Earth 
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looms stormy in the darkling sky. 'Sod this, as my close friend 
the Duke of Wellington would say, for a game of soldiers.’ It is 
the leaden seventh, the Saturnine, and soon the Sun will set for 
good - or for an earthly fortnight, at least. 

‘I've had it,’ Iris tells Duke Ferdinand, ‘with all this fannying 
about. I'm not a politlcian, and | never will be. Just tell me what 
you've done to Jack, and how we cure him.' 

Florence's embassy in Endymion takes the form of a pier, an 
artificial promontory built out into the bay on the island's west 
edge, tiered and gemmed about with fountains and 
watercourses. Iris found the Duke ten minutes ago, in a 
courtyard balustraded by a miniature aqueduct, gazing out 
towards the choppy Earth. 

He greeted her urbanely. 'Mistress Wildthyme! This is indeed 
an honour for my city. Signor da Vinci tells me you have been a 
friend to Florence in her past. | hope you may be such a one 
again. 

But Iris was far too furious for pleasantries. ‘If that's what you 
want, mister,’ she cried, 'you're not going to get there by going 
round killing off my other friends!’ She's only got crosser since.) 

Ferdinand denies, as naturally he would, that he had any 
hand in poisoning Sir Jack, or kidnapping Phoebus,’ Iris insists 
she knows damn well he planned the whole thing. Since then, 
the two of them have been engaged in a conversational duel, 
exciting repartee, matching thrust with riposte - or, as Iris would 
have it, fannying about. 

"The trouble with clever dicks like you; Iris now tells Ferdinand, 
‘is you always think other people are stupid. Did you think | 
wouldn't work it out, your Dukeship, after you showed off your 
murder weapon to my face? Why would you be hunting a 
vicious great hydra in the first place, unless you wanted its 
venom? It's not like you need nine heads to mount, is it? 
Although as far as I'm concerned you can stuff the lot of them 
up your ducal mantelpiece.’ 

The Duke's moustachioes twitch in amusement. 

‘It was you that had that mirror moved as well,’ she adds. 'Ooh, 
you're a devious swine - you've been wanting Jack out of your way 
since day one. You thought you could get our Bess - | mean Her 
Majesty the Queen - to do your dirty work. And when she 
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wouldn't sack him, you just tried to assassinate him instead. 
You're a nasty piece of work, Ferdy, and no mistake.’ 

Ferdinand's eyes gleam underneath his perfect, chiselled 
eyebrows, and despite her better judgement Iris's Knees go all 
wobbly. 'What profiteth it me, flood Mistress Wildthyme,' the 
Duke protests, 'to curtail the life of Signor Fuller? Her Majesty 
would but appoint another ambassador - perchance even your 
good self.’ 

‘Oh, not me,' she scoffs. 'Her Madge wouldn't trust me. She 
thinks I'd get sozzled and give away her precious kingdom ina 
game of canasta or something. As if I'd do a thing like that,' she 
adds. 'And it was years ago anyway,’ 

"Who, then?' The Duke smiles. 

For just a moment Iris pauses, then she explodes. 'Oh, for 
goodness sakes! It's bloody Malcome Canker, isn't it? He's been 
working for you all along! oh, | should have realised - you had to 
have an agent in the embassy, and | knew it couldn't be Tom, 
Dick or Harry. The old sourpuss has been working for Florence 
all this time! 

'Why, that traitorous weasel!’ she exclaims hotly. 'Not that he 
gives a flying fig about Florence or you - he just hates the 
Lunaries. He thinks their whole society's decadent and corrupt. 
He doesn't care who they make their alliance with, just so long 
as it's not England. You can all go to the devil together for all he 
Cares.’ 

Ferdinand nods his head serenely. 'My apologies, good 
Mistress Wildthyme. | have wronged you in my estimation.’ 

"Well, | should think so too!’ she blusters. 'And what are you 
going to do about it, might | ask?’ 

‘What should | do, good Mistress Wildthyme?' he asks. ('Oh, 
call me Iris for Heaven's sake,’ she puts in.) 'What would you have 
me do, good Iris? Should | call back the serpent's venom from 
Signor Fuller's ample bowels? His hopes now lie in lunar physic, 
and as you know Lunaries ail but rarely. What such a 
circumstance portends for your confederate's recovery, who can 
say?’ 

Iris snorts. ‘And why would you care?’ 

‘Why indeed?’ 

Something in his bantering tone catches her attention. 'You 
don't, though, do you?’ she realises. 'You actually don't care. 
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You don't hate Jack. You're just - what, going through the 
motions? Keeping up appearances?’ Ferdinand shrugs. 
Fastidiously he seats himself beneath the water clock which 
forms the courtyard's centrepiece. He invites Iris to join him with 
a courtly gesture, and gingerly she does. 

‘| do but what my nature has me do,' says the Duke, giving his 
moustache a dispirited half twirl. 'At home, in my fair city, | am 
as it were divine. My will is done: my power, and my glory, are 
sovereign. Here in Endymion, | am superfluous. Our suit is 
pressed on our behalf by shades of our departed countrymen: 
there is naught my courtiers and | may do, save take our 
pleasures as the city offers them. Endymion is a paradise,’ he 
sighs, ‘without want, discontent, resentment. It is a tyrant's 
veritable horror.’ 

"I do but what my nature has me do"?' she repeats, 
incredulous. ‘Is that supposed to be some kind of excuse for 
the terrible things you've been getting up to?’ 

'If truth were told, fair Iris," the Duke confides, 'it saddens me 
indeed that | have essayed, first to discredit and then to kill your 
friend. | am sorry for it. The truth is that this Moon both terrifies 
and wearies me: hatred and tediousness contend for mastery 
within my breast. | have no purpose here; and should these 
Lunaries succeed, as is their will, in having done on Earth the 
practices of this, their heaven, there will be no place for men of 
my character, in any of the universal spheres. 

‘Their wish is for a cosmos without villains,’ he concludes, 
and Iris, quite against her own will, finds herself shivering in 
sympathy. 


Tom realises that there is nothing he can accomplish at 
Fuller's bedside. He quits the planetary sanitarium, /eaving 
Olivia and Fondling with the ambassador, and prowls the 
polished streets of Endymion until he reaches Roger Bacon's 
gabled domicile. 

He finds the friar in his laboratory, stooping over an 
alchemical reef of vials, retorts and alembics. Seeing Tom, the 
former cleric stands, stretches, shakes out his skin-taut wings 
and leans his lofty frame against the wall, accidentally erasing 
most of a chalk heptagram. 'Stands he the same?’ he asks. 
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‘Yeah,’ Tom says. 'Have you come up with anything to help 
him?" 

The Lunary scratches his tonsure with flimsy fingers. 'I am a 
magician, Thomas, not a doctor of physic. But yes, | do believe 
there still abides a chance that that which afflicts Sir Jack may 
haply be assuaged. Ware, though: it is a desperate experiment, 
and not one which hath heretofore been assayed.’ He looks 
down soberly at Tom. 'How schooled art thou, my friend, in 
natural philosophy ?' 

Tom thinks about this for a moment. 'Assume not very,’ he 
replies. 

Bacon inclines his head. 'It is long known,' he says, 'on Earth 
as on the Moon, that man is a microcosm, correspondent in all 
particulars to the universe itself, the macrocosm wherein we 
live and move. As the world is composed of the four elements - 
air, water, fire, earth - so each man hath his four humours - 
blood, phlegm, choler, melancholy. As its inhabitants are 
severally vegetable, animal and human, so man hath partially a 
lively, a sensitive and a rational soul. The zodiac hath her 
correspondences in our anatomies, and the complexions of the 
planets - jovial, martial, saturnine and such - express themselves 
in human manners and minds.’ 

Tom says, 'O ... kay,’ In fact, some of this stuff he remembers 
distantly from lectures. He's not at all sure where Roger's going 
with it, though. 

‘So much is common,’ the friar continues. "Tis also known 
that man's procreative act entails the implantation of a 
generative seed, that it may germinate within a woman's womb. 
This seed is a miniature man, too small by far for our eye to 
espy him, known as an homunculus. He is whole and entire, 
and carries sub-homunculi in his own loins, who carry their own 
miniatures, et cetera ad infinitum. Dost comprehend me, 
Thomas?’ 

‘Kind of,’ Tom says carefully. 

‘Perpend, then. If each man is a cosmos unto himself, and 
containeth minuscule humanities within him - why then, he is to 
these atomies like unto .God; or as the primal man who formeth 
our own cosmos, whom the mystics of the Jews believe to be 
named Adam Cadmon.' 
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‘Right,’ Tom says, nodding Wisely. ‘Actually, | think you've 
pretty much lost me there.’ 

‘Man is directed by the heavens, good Thomas: by the subtle 
motions of the spheres and of the fixed stars; that is to say, by 
the alteration and flux of the cosmos itself just so have we 
Lunaries learned to direct the homunculi within our bodies. With 
their aid, any of us may divert the fluctuation of his humours, 
causing his choleric temperament as it may be to wax or wane, 
or shoring up his liver or his heart against its failure ... and there 
are certain other operations which may also be performed. How 
didst suppose our lives were so extended, Thomas? It is three 
hundred years that | have lived here since | died, yet | am hale.’ 

‘| get it' says Tom thoughtfully. 'Whatever poisoned Jack 
didn't work on Sterope and Merope because they were in 
control of their homunculi. | mean, women have them too, right? 
It's not just men?’ 

Bacon frowns slightly, then. 'Indeed, ‘tis so.' 

‘And you think you can use all this to help save Jack?’ 

‘Such is my hope,' confirms the cleric. 'If | may generate in 
him an influx of mine own homunculi, proper to this lunar 
sphere, then | as their originator - or perchance Jack himself - 
may be allowed thus to command the healing of his frame.’ 

'Nanotech,' Tom breathes. ‘You've invented alchemical 
nanotechnology. 

That so rocks.’ He boggles gently for a while. 

'So, urn,’ he says, struck by a sudden thought. 'This, er, 
generative seed of yours. You're planning on getting it inside 
Jack's body how, exactly?’ 
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Act V 


The fortnight-long night has arrived at last: no sun now 
lingers, and the sky is bright with scattered stars. It is the 
seventh of the silver moon herself, and the English 
ambassadorial reception is in full progress. Tall torches, arctic 
blue like Bunsen burners, flare. The freezing air is delicately 
tinged with mint and lime. 

The venue chosen for the event is a wide rooftop courtyard, 
high among the embassy's spiry crenellations. Earlier this 
seventh, servuses made preparations, pouring water out into a 
chilly square of sunken flagstones. By now the ice is metallic 
and slippery, and the guests have begun to venture onto it, the 
forms of earthly skaters squat and ungainly amongst the gracile 
Lunaries. The half-full Earth splashes blue-green across the 
glassy surface. 

Both worlds’ inhabitants have muffled themselves against the 
pervading chill. In the case of the Lunaries, this involves wrapping 
fur-lined cloaks around their habitual minimal attire. 

This function is nominally a formal one, but there is only so 
much ceremony the people of Endymion can be persuaded to 
withstand. Sir Jack stands with Her Majesty's affinity mirror, 
their position carefully calculated to be prominent without 
seeming overweeningly regal. Within the burnished iron, the 
Queen sits stiffly in state, surrounded by her trusted courtiers. 
She is less than pleased with the lack of attention from those at 
the embassy, but she is making the best of it; and graciously 
accepts the casual tributes of those Lunaries who think to come 
across and greet her. 

Fuller's ceremonial finery, taken out of storage for the 
occasion, makes the old lecher look positively effete. The 
crowish hospitaller has forbidden him drink: sober, he is even 
displaying basic social niceties. Friar Roger has told Tom and 
lris that the ambassador's recovery is proceeding apace, but not 
without unlocked-for complications. The shade remains troubled 
by a mild but nagging worry that he may have inadvertently 
rendered his portly patient immortal. 
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Across the courtyard, at a lonely table well away from Her 
Majesty's reflected field of vision, Malcome Canker sits in 
disgrace. The former chaplain remains at the embassy under 
sufferance - the Lunaries having apparently no justice system 
whereby he might be tried for his attempted murder. The Queen 
has given him the choice of returning to London with the others 
and having his traitors head struck from his shoulders, or 
staying in Endymion. These equally unappetising alternatives 
have sunk him deep in gloom, and he nurses a jug of something 
dark and viscous. 

Fondling is stationed at the doors, crisply pressed in 
unaccustomed footman's livery. He cries out the names of each 
party of guests as they arrive, with a huge grin and liberally 
scattered malapropisms. 

As well as Endymionites in their hundreds, the earthly 
delegations are in attendance. They at least are aware of courtly 
etiquette's imperatives, and currently it is the Illyrians who are 
presenting themselves before Elizabeth's image. The Flemish 
arrived a while ago, and now sit at a table arguing heatedly 
amongst themselves, pointing up at the sky and drawing on the 
table linen. There's a party from Bohemia, and one from Spain, 
whose ‘leering audience with Her Majesty was stiff and terse. 
The Danes are already drunk and rowdy, and picking on the fur- 
swaddled Polish delegates, who seem to have brought a sled with 
them. 

Earlier, Tom was introduced to one Lord Luckthief and his 
Lady Heartsbane - still more earthly ambassadors, supposedly 
from the royal court of Fairyland. 

He said hello. Tom's given up worrying about the ontological 
status of anyone he meets in Endymion. 

Now he and Iris are seated by themselves, waving at and 
sometimes waylaying passing guests, but mostly just soaking up 
the atmosphere and the drink. A few minutes ago Bacon tried to 
head their way for a chat, but was pre-empted by the shade of 
Leonardo, to whom Iris is pointedly not speaking. 

"Thing is,’ Iris muses aloud now, 'in your time, Tom lovey, the 
Moon's dead and dusty, right enough. But maybe that's just 
because your scientists, your ...  astrophysicists and 
selenographers, prefer it that way.' The polysyllables take her a 
couple of attempts to get right, and she recuperates with several 
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sips of what she's deemed to be the nearest local equivalent of 
gin. 

‘Steady,’ Tom says. Iris let slip at some point in the past few 
weeks that she once moonlighted as a cabaret artiste, and has 
been lumbered, by royal decree with singing for the company 
this evening. (‘Ooh,' she protested, ‘but that was practically a 
lifetime ago, dearie.') Accordingly, she's shed her habitual 
cardie and fake leopard-skin coat in favour of a surprisingly 
flattering gold-lame cocktail number. 

She's getting fretful about her set, though. 'I think I'll go with a 
moony sort of a theme,' she tells Tom now. 'And the great thing 
about performing on an alien planet in the past is not having to 
worry about licensing issues. So I'm floing to dive straight in with 
Fly Me to the Moon, then follow through with Blue Moon and Bad 
Moon Rising. Then I'll give them either Moon River or Moondance, 
finish with Old Devil Moon, and keep back Total Eclipse of the 
Heart for an encore. What do you think of that, chuck?’ 

For his part, Tom has found a pitcher of something blue which 
tastes remarkably like Pernod. 'Sounds like you'll be a perfect 
lunar crooner,’ he assures her. At present he has no upcoming 
performance to be anxious about although he's hoping, later in 
the evening, that he might run into a certain Florentine artist. 

‘Anyway,’ says Iris, fumbling in her handbag for a lighter, then 
remembering instead to snap her fingers for a servus, 'I like the 
place a lot better like this, | must say.' With a generous sweep of 
her cigaretted hand she Indicates the Moon at large, nearly 
causing the clayey menial to set fire to tile tablecloth. 

‘Have you been here before?’ Tom asks. 

‘Oh, dozens of times!’ she clucks. 'Well... once or twice, at 
least. Gave Neil and Buzz a proper fright, | can tell you, when | 
drove up out of that crater flashing me headlights. Of course, 
the lads at NASA had to hush that up sharpish.' 

Tom splutters. "You're incorrigible!’ 

Fondling grandly mispronounces the arrival of Duke 
Ferdinand and the Florentine party. With dignity the Duke 
processes across to the affinity mirror, to confer on stately 
matters with his fellow sovereign. Iris trills and cooees at him as 
he passes. 

She and Ferdinand have been seeing a lot of each other 
recently. The nascent liaison has raised an eyebrow or two 
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among the English delegation, but Iris has taken these in her 
stride. She says the Duke is witty, charrnrng and a perfect 
gentleman, when he isn't engaged in machiavellian conspiracies 
to bump off her friends. Tom grumpily persists in believing that 
that moustache alone should be sufficient to disqualify 
Ferdinand from any form of romantic entanglement. 

Iris pours herself another glassful, then heckles the long- 
suffering servus into replacing her now-empty bottle. ‘This has 
all been a whole lot of fusl about nothing, if you ask me,’ she 
declares. 'Still, like they say, all's well that ends well. And this has 
ended just the way | like it - with a great big party!’ She downs 
her shot of lunar spirit. "Swap you a measure of this for some of 
that other stuff?’ she suggests. 

"What's happening down there?' Tom wonders suddenly. 

Iris follows his gaze. 'Oh, heck,’ she says, dismayed. 'I 
thought he'd given up!’ 


An altercation has broken out between Duke Ferdinand and 
the communicated image of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth. 

"Your grace imparts his tidings generously,’ the Queen icily 
enunciates as Tom and Iris barge up to the group around the 
mirror. 'lt was your grace, we think, who made the news of Sir 
Jack's fornications known to us. And Without your good offices, 
good Duke, no rumour would have reached our royal ear of 
honest Malcome Canker's treachery. England is surely in your 
grace's debt.’ 

Ferdinand strokes his moustache, his smile withering just a 
little in the frosty atmosphere. 'Mine agents inform me, your 
majesty,’ he insists, 'that your ambassadorial adjutant's noble 
father has no sons living. The only child of Edward, Duke of 
Somerset, iS an unmarried daughter - an headstrong, 
scandalous young lady, | am told, much given to assuming 
manly guise. Signor Fuller, where is thine adjutant?’ 

Iris claps a hand to her mouth. 'Oh, dearie,’ she whispers to 
Tom. 'I think | may have accidentally let slip a little something 
that | shouldn't have.’ 

‘Iris!’ Tom is appalled. 

‘| thought he was mending his ways!’ she complains. 
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‘Mine adjutant, your grace?’ Sir Jack blithers, alarmed at his 
sudden involvement in the conversation of his betters. 'Why, | 
have not seen young Harry Peerless all this night.’ 

Within the mirror, Elizabeth's gaze has shifted its direction 
slightly, and a faint smile plays about her dinosaur beak. The 
nearest torch burns brighter for a moment. Across the courtyard 
by the doors, some new arrivals' names emerge from Fondling's 
mouth as ‘Lady Alluvia Somersault and Mistress Feeble!’ Tom, 
Ferdinand and Iris turn around. 

A flight of fireworks detonates, and deep within the ice 
sapphires and amethysts glitter in symmetry. 

The guests at nearer tables are paying attention now, and 
speculative murmurs are arising among both Lunaries and 
earthly delegates. Even Sir Malcorne in his dark abandoned 
corner raises a finger to point, aghast, as Olivia Somerset, 
assured and delicate, approaches the royal mirror with her 
companion, and curtsies. Her cropped hair has been 
supplemented by a flowing wig; her skirts are held wide by 
hoops; her bodice is tight about her waist. 

Olivia's partner - half as tall as her again and moonishly 
attired in minuscule skirt and thick fur cloak - is just as changed. 
Phoebus's beard has gone, his face is softened, and the 
Lunary's figure is now more lissom than ever, except in those 
parts where it has plumply burgeoned. The newcomer's visage 
is paler than it was when she was Phoebus: his ruddy glow 
transformed over the past few sevenths, by the assiduous 
workings of their luner homunculi, into her paler, more delicate 
fire. 

The Lady Phoebe makes a deep obeisance, and says. 'Your 
majesty, | greet you from Endymion's commonwealth.' The pitch 
is lighter, but her voice has all of Phoebuss old richness. 

"Well met, good Lady Phoebe,' says the Queen. 'And well met 
Lady Olivia, Ambassadress from England's court unto the lunar 
sphere.’ 

"The lady is England's ambassador?’ Duke Ferdinand sounds 
mildly intrigued: his shock and discomfiture must be profound. 

‘Oh, of course she bloody is,' says Iris scornfully. Like Tom, 
she's just worked it out. 'Keep up, Ferdy, for goodness' sake. ' 
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'A feint, the Duke thoughtfully acknowledges. 'A misdirection, 
cunningly conceived and masterfully practised.’ He nods 
appreciatively towards her majesty, then turning to Olivia asks.’ 

‘And how go your negotiations, my lady Ambassadress?. 

‘Well, | thank your grace,’ Olivia tells him, taking Phoebe's 
slim hand firmly Ill her own. The Lunary favours Ferdinand with 
an agreeable smile, and the Duke nods pleasantly. 

The mirror resonates imperiously as, thousands of miles away 
in London, the Queen of England clears her throat. A 
moderately respectful silence hrcaks out in the courtyard's 
nearer reaches. 

'Hear me, good lunar citizens! Elizabeth declaims. The 
metal's insect buzz picks up her voice and broadcasts it. 'And 
list, you delegates from all the Lands of Earth, subjects of ours 
and -' with a meaningful glare in Iris's direction '- those of other 
spheres.’ 

‘Oh, heck,' Iris asides to Tom, 'I reckon that must be my cue. 
Wish me luck, lovey! See you later on.' She sprints over to the 
troupe of lunar minstrels who .u c to accompany her. 

The Queen begins to explain that tonight is a time set apart 
from time, a seventh’s holiday from politics and statecraft, to be 
devoted to enjoyment. Her guests have been assembled for a 
night of revelry, and now they're here they’re damn well going to 
revel in it. 

It's a definitive-sounding royal monologue, one which leaves 
little scope for disagreement. Probably, Tom thinks, she'll end it 
with a rhyming couplet. 

He tunes out. With a smile for Olivia and Phoebe and a shrug 
at Ferdinand, Tom wanders off, to fetch the drink he left behind 
and have a good look round for young Marco. 

He knows that they'll be leaving soon, despite Iris's newfound 
attachment to the nobility. She's tired of politics, and after the 
past week's backstabbing and conniving he has to admit she 
has a point. Tom doesn't now regret their going: indeed, he 
feels it's better that they leave before Endymion's appeal begins 
to fade. 

The Queen brings her oration to a close, and at once Iris 
launches lustily into her first musical number of the evening, a 
song of interplanetary romance. The skaters' movements twirl into 
a dance. 


Page 79 of 243 


Wildthyme on Top 


The motion of the heavens banishes mundane concerns. 

When Iris finishes, time will bring resolution and rewards. Our 
friends will lie together afterwards: Tom with his painter, Iris with 
her Duke; Olivia with Phoebe, by a fluke of lunar constitution 
now united. All six will find their passions well requited. 


For now - as Iris belts out her first tune - we'll leave them be, 
these minions of the Moon. 
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Beguine 


Stephen Cole 


Edna was up on the table again, all smiles as she stripped. Her 
sack-of-spuds body had never carried clothes very well, and under 
the glamorous glow of the broken strip lighting she was dropping 
them to the floor with indecent haste. Apt, | thought. 'Indecent haste’. 
Must write that down. 

My mind never stops, see. Never stops buzzing, even surrounded 
by the «houts and jeers of a dozen old men who know better and like 
to pretend they don't. | just think of things, you know, doesn't matter 
where | am or what I'm doing. Shopping. Getting off to sleep. Talking. 
Collecting handouts lrorn my youngers and betters - whatever, it 
doesn't matter, /'ve only half a mind for the day-to-day stuff. The rest 
of my head won't stop. 

| have to write. Have to put this stuff down, even now. 

Gifted and tormented, they told me when | was young. Once, | set 
the world alight - before the old order changed. Now they tell me to 
move along. 10 hurry up and die. To make way. | was very famous, 
in the days when that meant something. Before the young 'uns came 
up. Everyone's famous these days. We never even see the cameras 
but they're always watching. 

We'll make way in the end, of course, in the end - me and my kind, 
fathered here in this metal shack with the windows painted out. We 
know we can't go on forever. That's the point - or it always used to 
be, anyway. Our type, in our heyday, they always said we were going 
to take a piece of the world with us when we went. Never happened, 
of course, but it scared enough people at the time. Made us what we 
are today. | wrote of this bloody world and wrote well. But who'd want 
a piece to take away? 


We only really do it now because we feel we should, | suppose. 
Mind you, Edna never needed much encouragement. Always up for 
it. She loves the attention. A few glazed gazes on her and she feels 
like a queen. 

Down to her stockings now, God help us. 
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It is indecent, a woman of her age. And certainly unpleasant. But 
that helps give it extra bite, somehow. We're less choosy now, of 
course, which helps as well, but Edna's standards have dropped too, 
so what the hell? It's all down to Jim - this particular turn, anyway. 
Jim brought her to the club about a year ago. His little find. His Edna. 
How she teases him. 

There's something in the way her eyes go all sort of far away that 
reminds me of the lady | met once, as a child. Magic or mad. Coming 
out of the dark, talking about the impossible. My muse. 

| don't know how many of these men are looking at Edna and 
actually feeling anything remotely sexual at all. The wolf whistles are 
delivered with irony, with defiance. just for the hell of being noisy. Of 
being an outrage. just to show people there's breath in our lungs, that 
we can still make a noise and actually be heard. 

Arthur wants to turn the music up, past what we consider the safe 
volume. 

Well, what the hell, | let him. | nod the okay, and he gurns a grin at 
me and punches another few decibels into the remote. Incredible, 
you can fit a million hours of music on these data disks. So the 
archives do, of course, they pile everything into one convenient 
novelty medium and destroy the old stuff, the real stuff. ‘Restore’ it 
and let the original be cleared away, junked - left to die unheard. It all 
belongs to the past. 

Doesn't matter. Edna only likes to dance to two tunes so we never 
hear more than ten minutes of the disk's potential ourselves. Most of 
it's probably crap anyway. There were masses of rubbish about then, 
when I was a kid. But it meant something to someone, surely? 

She's sweating, now, Edna, with the effort as well as the lights. 
Look at her, poor love. All rouge and wrinkles, wobbling about. 
Getting the clinging fabric past her ankles is what gets her, every 
time. She'll fall off that table one day. That's why Jim always sits at 
the front, moving his tatty old swivel chair about on its castors from 
side to side, ready to catch her. | like the way he does that - shows 
me he lives in hope, however misguided that hope might be. It's 
comforting. 

Me and all the other boys, we feel the same inside as we always 
did, we feel young. It always amazes me - never seems right when 
we see ourselves in a mirror, or in a window and realise what we are 
... Another good reason for painting the glass. Shields us from 
ourselves, as well as from the young folk. 
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They say we're dangerous. Bad influences. God, I hope so. 

| hope you're offended by us all sitting about in this hovel, dirty old 
men watching Edna take her pants off. | hope you're shocked. We're 
doing it to shock you. 


It seemed to Tom such a waste that when you could travel 
anywhere in time and space, you quite often seemed to end up 
in some real crummy dives. 

The bus had parked itself outside a large metal shack, by the 
look of it. Iris WJS looking down her nose at the rusting 
corrugated iron walls and the mouldy timber piled against them. 
He couldn't blame her. 

‘State of all this!' she said at last. 'What an old craphole.' 

‘It stinks.’ Tom screwed up his nose. 'Like the back alley of a 
pub come dosing time. Kids probably. They hang out here, most 
likely, for the crack.’ 

‘| do remember what it's like, being a kid,' she said, squatting 
arthritically Ill a corner like she was caught short herself. 

‘Do you?' he asked, not mocking, but genuinely interested. 

‘| was fourteen once myself,’ she said. 'I can still see myself 
that way. 

Whenever | choose.' Without stopping for breath, she 
continued.’ 

‘Look at these footprints. Big. No boys here. Fellers.' A little 
happy thrill seemed to go through her. 

‘Does it matter? Still stinks.’ 

| needed to go. Don't get much warning at my age, so you 
can't delay. | decided to skip Edna's final turn and head off for 
the back room. No great loss, believe me. And the music was 
too loud anyway, although Arthur still insisted he could hardly 
hear it. 

And besides, there's something particularly delicious about 
turning a simple bodily function into a statement of defiance. So 
off | trot through all the dingy passages and abandoned 
workshops to the 'khazi; Those Polites would faint dead away if 
they saw us pee on a floor and splash our shoes. An act of 
purest depravity! Ridiculous. I'm going to spell my name. A 
couple of times, by the feel of the burn in my bladder. 
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But now | can hear people talking. | stop walking, feel my 
heart leap into my mouth. For all my talk, I'm not very brave when 
it comes to confrontations. I'd really rather not, when left to it. 

But that's not an option. We can't afford to let it be. We just 
have to remember that they're scared of us. We're offensive. And 
onthe offensive. that's quite good, must write that - 

Jesus. There in the corner, there's one of us, poor old basket. 
It's her. The magic woman. 

She's a prisoner, must be, of that young lad. 

Even he seemed to whisper something of the past. Of the sea, 
the Moon and memory. 

‘Constant you are, but yet a woman.’ 

Tom turned and started. An old bloke, stooped and painfully 
thin was looking between him and Iris. He was wearing a 
crumpled silver tunic and white trousers. Very space age. He 
waited long enough to know there was no "park of recognition. 
Looking devastated. 

His eyes lingered on Iris. 'Dragged here. A prisoner too, then,’ 
he said. 


Iris turned an almost malevolent stare on him. 'Who are you?' 


A dark stain was spreading overhis trousers. The old guy saw 
Tom looking and only then did he notice himself. With a fragile 
gasp he turned and disappeared back through the door. 

Tom felt bad for the poor old sod. ‘Explains the smell, 
anyway,' he said. ‘Should we go after him, see he's all right?’ 

Iris was looking shifty in her patch of footprints in the damp 
sand. 'No,' she said. 


| don't believe in them. They're not there. Tricks. 

If the young 'un were real, that would mean the raid would've 
started. And it hasn't. 

My trousers are clinging to my skinny legs. Everyone will see. | find 
I'm crying. 

I'll make Edna put her bra and pants back on and we'll stop it. We'll 
all get out of here. End of story. 


Tom became aware of a faint whine, like that of a motor, rising in 
volume. 'Milk float,’ he suggested. 

But there was another noise, underneath it. A distant howling; a 
wolf, maybe, or a dog. 
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'We should get back to the bus,’ said Iris quickly. 

A long, white coach came rocketing up and parked just outside. Iris 
swore. ‘Round the back way!" 

Tom pointed out, ‘This is the back way!’ 

‘To the front then!’ she squawked. 

They ran through dingy passages after the old man. Tom heard 
music. It sounded like 2 Unlimited. The music got louder and louder 
and then he and Iris were in a large room. 

The music stopped and the room itself fell quiet. The room was full 
of old men. Seventies. Eighties ... 

And some fat old bird had her kit off on a table, and was looking at 
him. 

Looking at him as if daring him to say something. 

Tom found himself walking straight back through the door, and 
heard the room erupt in guffaws and jeers behind him. 

‘What is it?' said Iris. 

‘Not this way; he said quickly, 'I! don't think you'll like the 
competition. 


| have my back to everyone, hiding my pissed trousers, when the 
outer doors smash open and the young ‘uns, properly dressed, 
dependable young ‘uns, burst into the room. Arthur puts the music 
back on, the video screen sheds its static and rumbles into life and 
light, and Edna starts to jiggle and sway. Jim smokes his herbal 
relaxants, puffing on them and acting exaggeratedly mellow. And | 
start swearing as loudly as | can. | know it upsets them. It's pretty 
facile as a gesture of defiance but | think of the old woman who never 
.hanged and the boy and his old kisses and | keep up with the noise 
and the language till my skinny throat's hoarse. 

They take hold of us, grim-faced, resigned. Edna's got a young ‘un 
on each arm, both girls, both making her look as horrid as she really 
is. She's not looking happy. 

And now the young ‘uns begin to coerce us oh-so-bloody politely 
away, into the coach. 


Tom and Iris peeped through a crack in the door as a posse of 
men and women, in their twenties and thirties by the look of it, started 
calmly putting the place back in order. One of them turned off the 
music with a simple but sharp move of his fingers. Another, 
incongruously, was spraying something that looked like a tin of 
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Glade. It made the whole room smell sweet but dried Tom's mouth. 
Their uniforms were hardly designed to get it watering again - grey, 
comfortable-looking slacks and leather Jackets, casualwear for 
accountants. 

Through the windows, they could see the pensioners being herded 
off. The old stripper was being wrapped in a blanket by a thickset 
feller who acted like he was handling some dangerous creature in a 
zoo, not some bonkers old tart who should've known better. One of 
the old men was shouting and screaming as a man and a woman 
gently tried to haul him away. 

‘This is mad!" hissed Tom. 'What's going on?’ 

‘Maybe they escaped from an old folk's home or something,’ said 
Iris, peering out into the sunlight. 'Or some seaside outing. Got a bit 
carried away maybe.’ She considered. ‘This may be a Yarmouth of 
the future.’ 

‘Wonder who's playing the end of the pier,’ said Tom. 

‘Or maybe we're in a time when the young know better. Each 
generation thinks they do, don't they.’ 

'You oldies live so long these days, that's your trouble. Hanging 
around, getting in the way ... ' 

He'd meant it as a joke but she bridled. ‘You're not so big | can't 
put you 

over my knee, you little Herbert.’ The coach was nearly full. 

‘Are we going to help them?' asked Tom. 

‘What do you mean, "help"?' she asked pointedly. ‘Change their 
bedpans for them? Spoon in their baby rice?’ 

‘Well, | don't know ... ' He couldn't get that look in the old bloke's 
eyes out of his head. ‘just thought we should find out what's going 
on.' 

Iris blew a raspberry. 'What a rubbishy story that would make.’ 


Nothing exciting ever happened when you were washing up - at 
least in Ben's bitter experience. So when three thwacks at the front 
door interrupted his half-hearted scrubbing at the roasting tin, he 
couldn't be bothered to dry his hands and go answer it. It would be 
someone collecting for charity, or selling something - boring, boring, 
boring. 

Weird time to call, though. Nine o'clock on a Sunday night. 

He scrubbed a little harder at the lumps of charred cow tarring the 
tin. He should've tackled this straight after dinner instead of mucking 
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about with his latest short story, trying to get beyond page two. Mum 
and Dad would be back from Gran's before long, and he couldn't 
stick another lecture on facing up to responsibilities _ 

Three more noisy knocks rang out. ‘Charlie, someone's at the 
door" he called. 

'So answer it, rnuppet,’ came his brother's helpful response from 
upstairs. Swearing under his breath, Ben stomped to the door and 
scrabbled at the latch with sudsy fingers until it finally opened. 'Yes?' 
he enquired. 

‘Did you know your dog traversed the dimensions?’ 

Ben stared back at his accuser blankly. She stood teetering on his 
front step in the glare of the porch light: a woman, about his gran's 
age (though his gran would never wear a tiger-skin coat and hotpants 
that tight). She placed her kid-gloved hands on her kicked-out hips 
and stared him out, her blue-slathered eyes wide with recrimination. 

'What?' he asked at last. For a writer _ or a would-be writer _ it 
wasn't the most eloquent of questions, but she'd caught him off 
guard. 

"Your dog!" Her accent was way too broad for her tiny frame. 'Doug, 
is it?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

Her breath steamed faintly in the night air, a reminder that summer 
was fading fast. 'I found him wandering between planes, phasing in 
and out of existence. At the end of the garden. ' 

Hearing his name, Doug came trotting meekly up the path and sat 
at the old woman's feet, staring up at Ben with big, doleful eyes. 

Ben's heart flipped and he crouched automatically to check his 
beagle was okay. 'How'd you get out?’ he asked sternly, the dog's 
flanks warm and smooth under his chilly hands. "The gate was shut, | 
checked -' 

The old woman sighed and fussed and tutted, all in a single breath. 
‘| just told you! He slipped through a crack in reality - there are a lot of 
ley lines round here. Animals are sensitive. Not hardened like some 
of us.’ 

Doug gave a quiet, sensitive whine and slipped quickly back inside 
the house. He probably had the right idea with this nutcake about. 

Even so, Ben straightened up and offered the old dear a tentative 
smile. 

‘Thanks for bringing him back. ' 
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She smiled unexpectedly, a surprisingly warm smile jammed full of 
white teeth. 'How old are you?’ 

‘Fourteen.’ 

'Ha!’ she burst out, and suddenly Ben could imagine she'd escaped 
from somewhere. 'By fourteen; she asserted, 'ninety per cent of the 
beliefs we will cling to all our lives have been ingrained in our minds.’ 
She cocked her head at him, blue eyes narrowing in suspicion. 'Are 
you a believer?’ 

He frowned. 'A believer in what?’ 

‘That answers my question, lovey. Oh, well.’ She shook her head 
sadly and turned to leave. 'Have a nice life, won't you. And keep an 
eye on your dog. He could have his own programme, that dog. He's 
gifted.’ She glanced back. 'And they do say, Ben, that dogs are like 
their owners.’ 

'Hey!' he called. 'How'd you know my ... ' 

But she had vanished from view behind the hard moonlit hedges 
that lined the front lawn. 

Ben closed the front door, strangely shaken. It seemed that while 
nothing exciting ever happened when you were washing up, weird 
stuff snuck through as easily as a dimension-hopping beagle. He 
quickly went out the back way to check the gate was shut and the 
garden secure. Doug routinely squeezed through the old cat flap for 
a Crafty sniff-and-spray mission round his territory, but he'd never got 
out round the front before. 

Leaving the roasting tin afloat in the beefy warm water Ben went 
upstairs and shoved open his brother's bedroom door. 

Charlie was sat at his computer. 'Knock first!’ he snapped, clicking 
quickly to close whatever it was he shouldn't have been looking at. 

Ben asked, 'Did you let Doug get out the front?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Oh. Only there was an old woman at the door.’ 

Charlie didn't look up from the screen. 'Was she fanciable?' 

‘| said she was old! She mentioned something about ley lines.’ 

"You're too young to get laid.’ 

‘Not lay lines; Ben groaned. 'We did them in History, they're ... ' 

What was the use? Ben gave up and gave him the finger. Charlie 
mimed that he was a wanker. And with their habitual ritual of farewell 
completed, lien stormed off back to his own bedroom. 

He found himself replaying his bizarre conversation with the old 
woman in his head _ only this time he scripted new lines for himself, 
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witty retorts in place of the lame efforts that were all he could 
manage in real life. 

Real Life, he decided, was his biggest barrier to becoming a 
successful writer. To be successful, you had to have something to 
say. You needed a bit of suffering and anguish in your life. Real 
writers had survived their parents' messy divorce and subsequent 
custody battles and alcohol addiction. They had shoplifted, or taken 
drugs, or lost their virginity early or something. And while Ben had 
thought wistfully about most of these over the last few years (and the 
virginity thing in particular was something he was hoping to crack), 
he had to face the truth. 

Forget Mr Average - he was Sir Average. Average looks, average 
build, averagely funny ... getting by averagely well in an average life. 
His upbringing had been safe, stable and totally, utterly, 22-carat 
boring. 

There was a sudden scratching at his door. Doug. Ben let the 
dopey beagle into his room. 

'Have you really been traversing the dimensions?’ he murmured, 
tickling the dog's long black floppy ears. 

Doug looked up at him very seriously. For an unsettling moment 
Ben got the impression the dog was trying to impart something 
important. 

‘Are you a believer, Doug?’ he asked more loudly, impersonating 
the old woman's mysterious brogue. 

As he asked, he heard the key turn in the front door. 'We're home!' 
called his dad cheerily. 

And two seconds later. 'Ben! moaned his mum. ‘You haven't 
finished the washing-up! What have | told you about facing up to your 
responsibilities?’ 

‘Everything,’ he sighed. 'You could write the book on it.’ And, 
wistfully eyeing his collection of half-filled or empty journals, he 
sloped off downstairs to take his latest lecture. 


Much later that night, with Mum's sermons spent and the last 
clinker of carcass scraped clear of the offending tray, Ben lay in his 
bed unable to sleep. He actually felt more awake than he had done in 
some time. He realised he was listening out for Doug in the back 
garden, wondering what noise a small beagle would make if it really 
could cross through the dimensions. 
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When sleep finally came, Ben didn't enjoy it for long. He was 
woken at one in the morning by a plaintive barking at the front door, 
and his mum's sleepy voice. 'Doug! How'd you manage to get out the 
front, you daft hound ... ?' 


'So?' asked Tom. 

Iris poured herself a large measure of Bombay Sapphire and 
started fiddling with the crooked crocheted bus seat-cover. 

When it became obvious she was ignoring him, Tom tried again. 
‘So, what were you doing with the beagle?’ 

‘What are you suggesting!’ she squawked. 'I just took him for a 
quick trot and brought him back. 

'Why nick it once, let alone twice?' Tom shook his head in 
annoyance. 'And why go and tell that kid all that rubbish about ley 
lines and stuff?’ 

'He'll be haunted by our little meeting; she said, and took a happy 
swig. ‘All his life, he'll try and make sense of it. And how little Doug 
slipped his canine moorings.’ 

Tom eyed her as she took another sip. 'Don't you want any tonic 
with that?" 

‘It's bad to mix your drinks, Tom, love,' she sighed, and stared off 
into the middle distance. 

‘What are you like?' Tom complained. 'You keep scuttling out of the 
bus, doing weird things -' 

‘How dare you! I've never scuttled anywhere in my life!" 

‘and just pushing off again. While I'm stuck on the bus watching 
snatches -.’ 

‘Ooooh, Tom, you mucky devil.’ 

'- of other people's lives on your crappy old telly! 

‘Telly!’ she yelled, affronted. 'I told you it's a time-space 
kinetograph! It tunes in to any event in history! 

‘It's black and white. The picture's crap, too. 

Iris finished her drink in a stately manner that declared, | will not be 
provoked.’ 

‘It is! It's like watching bees in a snowstorm. And just as it looks like 
the story is going somewhere -' 


She'd dragged the kinetograph out of the loftspace at the back of 


the bus. You could look up any event in history, she said. uh-huh. 
Really. It apparently worked on the Martini Principle - any time, any 
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place, anywhere. Tom typed Ill a request for Churchill, Stalin and 
Rooselvelt's meeting at Yalta, thinking that would be a test. But the 
picture showed the back of three chairs in a fuzzy room. Iris clicked 
her tongue. Said you couldn't always bank on the camera angles 
being propitious. She had dialled up Joan Collins auditioning for The 
Stud. ‘Bitch!’ she'd screamed. 'She swore blind she never, but look at 
that! That's my bloody garter!’ And Tom had laughed and twizzled the 
knob to Brussels in 1926 to watch Joyce handing over the 
manuscript for The Muddest Thick that was ever Heard Dump to 
Wyndham Lewis for publication in The Enemy. All he got was 
something like the old test card picture, but while the clown and the 
paintbrush were clear enough, the girl's face was scrubbed out by 
interference. Tom went off on one and Iris told him the gadget could 
he temperamental if it sensed you were trying to be too clever. But 
whenever you asked to view something she'd done - or said she'd 
done - it was very obliging. It would show her from only the most 
flattering angles. Her repartee would come through sparking and 
clear while her opponents would stay dull and fuzzy. It was fun for a 
while. But reliving these odd moments had left her .1 bit out of sorts, 
and rather than let him come with her on this latest spate of odd little 
episodes, she'd insisted he stay at home and watch it on the telly. 


'- it peters out and stops! Stops before it's even gone anywhere. ' 

‘Small attention span,’ said Iris, slamming down the glass. ‘That's 
the trouble with your lot.’ 

Tom frowned. 'What do you mean, my lot?’ 

‘The too-rnuch-tellv generation.’ She gave a schoolma’am sniff. ‘It's 
not really your fault, of course. Getting your narratives in well-timed 
chunks. A beginning, a middle and a racy, pacy end and that's you 
happy as Larry.’ 

‘What's this got to do with anything?" 

‘You grow up looking for those same patterns,’ Iris complained. 
‘You want a life that's easy to follow. Measured out. That makes 
sense.’ 

‘Sense!’ Tom threw his arms up in the air, exasperated. 'I hooked 
up with you, didn't |? If | wanted sense ... ' 

She poured herself another gin. ‘I'll just bet though, every time we 
reach a really racy bit in our adventures, a piece of you's listening out 
for a bit of dramatic music to come in to cue the — 
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Tom decided it was time for a fag-break. Iris was in one of her 
funny moods and it would probably last a while. It didn't mean 
anything other than she'd probably crash out on the bus floor. Tom 
had moved her the first few times, but it was like she enjoyed being 
there, her cheek pressed against the grimy carpet for comfort, her 
crumpled features bathed in the snowstorm chic of the untuned telly. 
His own telly in Putney had a blue screen that kicked in when there 
was no signal. Iris's battered old set fair glittered with the static, a 
magpie gleam in its square eye. It watched over her fondly. The 
patterns took Tom's attention. How could something so busy be so 
soothing? It was like the quiet hum of the bus that came to you at 
times, reminding you that there was a binding force behind the 
rusting metal and perishing rubber. That was a comfort. But if you 
tried to listen out for it, especially at night, you would hear nothing at 
all. 

Iris had gone very quiet. 

Tom sneaked down the spiral stairwell and spied her asleep in the 
chair. 

She'd switched the kinetograph off, which was curious. Where had 
it come from, this clapped-out looking-glass on past and future? He 
tiptoed past her and decided to find out. He'd dial up the day she 
bought it. Or nicked it, most likely. Or found it in a skip and 
persuaded a gentleman friend to lug it home. Tom pressed the on- 
switch. The set gave a short, pugnacious belch. Iris heard nothing. 
Tom saw nothing. The screen was blank. Piece of shit. He pushed off 
to bed with a cob on, lit up another cigarette. In the fug of the upper 
deck, he thought he heard a mournful woof somewhere outside. 


Nothing ever happened on a boring old Sunday. Tom spent the 
whole delicious morning in his warm bed, drifting between waking 
and sleeping, contemplating the week of half-term freedom that 
stretched ahead of him. 

Finally, he opened one eye lazily to check the clock. 

It was the clock in his old bedroom. He was back at his mum's. It 
was almost twelve, which surprised him. She never normally let him 
sleep in so late. She spent each Sunday morning grumbling and 
grappling with the stacks of housework she'd put off during the week; 
and since misery enjoyed company she always woke him up too with 
a well-placed blaring radio or noisy vacuum. 

But today the house was quiet as the grave. 
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'Mum?' he called experimentally into the silence, and listened hard. 

Nothing. Maybe the quiet click of a door closing downstairs. 

Tom yawned, thought about having a wank. Someone at school 
said that if you put your hand in the fridge for a few minutes and then 
did it, it was like someone else was having a go. But he'd have 
breakfast first. 

He opened his bedroom door. 

A dark, hunched figure was standing on the other side of it. 

Before Tom could even scream, bony fingers had a grip on his 
throat. He tried to writhe free but it was no good, he was already 
fighting for breath, his temples pounding with a sickening pressure. 
He sank to his knees. Black blots stained and swirled over his vision 
like oil in water, he couldn't bring his attacker into focus. To his failing 
eyes the man was just darkness with a steel grip. 

Then suddenly the pressure was gone. Air crashed into Tom's 
lungs and he choked and gasped and thought he would be sick. 

His assailant span him roughly around, pushed him face down to 
the floor. Tom's face burnt against the carpet as he struggled to 
escape. He had to find his mum, had to scream to someone what 
was happening. And yet in the sick, dazed moment of the assault he 
could barely believe it himself. Why him? What had he done? 

The questions left him as a paralysing numbness took hold of his 
body. 

Wet, cellar blackness washed over his senses like ebbing 
seawater, until finally it drowned him. 


I woke up shivering in a filthy, broken bed and didn't know where I was. I 
waited for recognition to kick in. It didn't. Flimsy curtains flapped at the open 
window, colourless as the sky. It wasn't the bus. It wasn't home. I didn't know 
where | belonged. 

There was a cracked mirror beside the bed. My eyes were puffy, 
bloodshot and red-rimmed. I'd either been out every night for a week or 
crying for a day and | couldn't remember which. My head felt thick and 
heavy, a damp cushion stuffed with straw, prickling my eyes to tears. 

On the dresser was a crumpled piece of paper, a letter in someone else's 
handwriting. Words blurred. 

Focus on the letter, | thought, and other stuff would come back without me 
thinking about it. Focus on the letter. 
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‘- the end of an episode; said Iris tetchily. 'So you can go off and 
have a waz or whatever and pick up with things later.’ 

Actually, this idea did appeal to Tom. 'Yeah, and with a recap. 
Subtitles for the hard of living’. 

Iris cackled at that, looked at him fondly. But then her voice 
dropped to a dramatic whisper. 'What would you say, lovey, if | told 
you that the boy I've lust visited will go on to be a great writer?’ 

Tom raised an eyebrow. 

‘Inspired by the incipient magic of his dimension-hopping dog and 
the odd promise of a strange _ but beautiful _ mature lady, he will 
write books that will be feted all over the world.’ Iris clutched hold of 
Tom's hand. 'As his confidence grows, so will his skill, until he will 
come to write prose so sharp and strong it can rip open the very fabric 
of space-time _ and let out ... things. Things that should know better. 
That shouldn't interfere.’ 

Tom looked at her dubiously. 

‘All of us who go messing about with the universe, Tom, love ... We 
all need our cameras to play to. Deep down, we need someone to 
know. Or why do it?’ 

Several seconds passed. 

"What would I say if you told me all that?' Tom considered. 'I'd 
say you were full of -' 


When he woke he was shivering cold, flat on his back under a 
white sky scored with spindly black scratches. Tree branches, bare 
and dead, high above. He must be in a forest. His mind felt cold and 
cloudy as he struggled to make sense of how he'd got here. Then a 
stab of fear pricked through the fog: who else was here with him? 

'Hello?' Tom whispered cautiously. That was no good; the wind 
snatched the sound as soon as it had left his lips. 'Hello?' he said 
more boldly. 'Where am |?’ 

Silence. 

‘What's happening? Why am | here?’ 

The distant cawing of crows or rooks sounded like laughter. 

‘I'm dreaming,’ he muttered to himself. ‘I'll wake up and I'll be back 
in bed, looking down the wrong end of Mum's hoover.' 

But no matter how many times Tom closed his eyes and willed 
himself awake, the blank white sky was there to greet him, lying like 
a pristine shroud over his nightmare's landscape. 
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There was a nagging, painful itch in the back of his neck. Tom 
went to scratch it, but found his hands were tied, and his legs. He 
swore. He'd been taken from his bedroom in just the shorts he had 
slept in and taken to a forest somewhere. Why? 

Shivering, Tom raised his head a fraction and cast a nervous look 
about him. 

Oh. Sweet. Jesus. 

He was lying on a cloddy heap of mud beside an open grave. 'No!' 
he shouted, his voice cracking. 'Who's doing this?’ 

A name cracked into his skull, funereal, unfamiliar. 

‘Iris? Is that Iris?’ 

Someone leaned in overhead, a shadow on the sky. Tom twisted 
away; it was the dark figure, the person that had dragged him here. 
He forced himself to squint up into the wintry whiteness, to try and 
focus on the man. He figured that any detail he might remember later 
could help the police catch this maniac. 

He still thought he might somehow escape. 

But the sky was too bright, or the figure too black for Tom to find 
features. 

It seemed more of a mask, a covering of some kind. And at once 
he recalled himself as a little kid pulling rotten bark from a dead tree 
in the park, cringing at the fat, creeping grubs hiding underneath. The 
memory lingered in his mind like a warning. Don't look too close. 
Don't see what's beneath. 

'lris?' The voice didn't seem to come from the figure. It was cold 
and empty as the wind whistling through the dead trees. 'Why do you 
call the name of Iris?’ 

Tom breathed slowly, shallowly, hardly daring to move. Then after 
a few seconds bony fingers slid across his mouth, the hand crawling 
like a slow insect exploring down to his throat. 

‘Speak,’ the voice invited him. A finger tapped a little tune against 
his breastbone: dum-da-dum, da-dum, like a heartbeat. 'Why call for 
Iris?’ Weirdly, Tom found that the note of interest in the voice 
creeped him out more than the pit beside him. 'I don't know,’ he said, 
but it sounded pathetic. 'I don't even know the name.’ 

‘There are some beautiful wild irises. Out of the woods.' The finger 
stopped its slow tapping against his chest. 

And Tom screamed as he was bundled up and pitched into the 
grave. 'No!' He struggled and writhed in the wet sticky earth. The 
steep sides of the narrow pit stretched up like sheer black walls, 
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impossible to climb. 'Why are you doing this? Let me out of here, you 
bastard! 

A spadeful of mud rained down on him. He tried to shout for help 
but the next lot of soil got in his mouth, slick and gritty on his tongue. 
He spat it out, but the figure was shovelling away in a fury now. Tom 
shook mud from his face, from his hair, tried to squirm so that he 
couldn't be covered, but it was no good. His legs were already lost 
beneath the crushing weight of earth. It was getting harder to move. 

Tom was being buried alive. He could feel the bruise left on his 
breastbone by the tapping finger, hear its pound in his ears. 

'Why?' he screamed. The filth was in his eyes, he could no longer 
see. Mud squeezed into his armpits, up inside his shorts as he 
floundered in the pit. He choked, gasped for air. 'Why are you doing 
this?’ 

But his only answer was the gritty scrape of the shovel blade biting 
into the rnudpile. and the cold tumble of earth over his shivering 
body. 

Soil covered his head. He couldn't shout any more. Couldn't move. 

Couldn't even breathe. His muscles clenched and tensed uselessly 
against the weight of earth. His lungs felt on fire. He saw maggots 
and worms wriggling through the clods to find him, drawn to his 
body's fading warmth. A pressure was building in his head. 

Then something hard penetrated down through the thick soil and 
scraped against his jaw. It jabbed at his face, pushed against his 
cheekbone, his lips. It felt hollow. Tom tried to turn his head away 
from it, but he could barely move. 

Whatever it was, it was trying to force its way inside his mouth. 

The pressure in Tom's head was unbearable. He couldn't struggle 
any more. The hollow thing pushed past his lips, smashed against 
his teeth. He let it through. 

Suddenly he was sucking sweet air down into his aching lungs. 
The jabbing thing was simply a length of wide pipe, pushed down 
from above. Tears welled in his silted eyes, and he sucked at it like a 
baby desperate for milk. 

Tom found he couldn't take deep lungfuls, the soil was too heavy 
on his chest. He tried to calm his frantic breathing. You're not going 
to die. The dark figure must have gone, scared off by someone - the 
police, maybe. They were rescuing him; any second now he would 
feel this awful weight lift away. 

Then something scuttled out of the pipe and into his mouth. 
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Tom tried to cry out, a reedy, nightmare sound that died off in 
coughing as another creature tested his tongue with hard little legs. 

Spiders. They must be spiders. 

In a blind panic he tried to pull away from the pipe, to spit it out, not 
caring that he would suffocate, but it was hopeless. He felt a small 
bloated body drag itself over his teeth but he couldn't bite down, the 
pipe was being driven deeper down into his throat. More spiders 
were spilling out. His mouth was just one bristling mass of them. 
They filled his cheeks, scrabbled down his throat. 

The back of Tom's neck burnt hotter. He felt something small and 
hard seem to shift deep inside there. 

Then he felt nothing at all. 


The summer seemed like it was never going to stop. It did, of 
course. 


Iris was down there in the dark with him, somehow. 

"You got a shock off it!’ Iris said. ‘Loose wire somewhere I'll bet.’ 

‘And then he woke up, and it was all a dream,’ Tom said, the 
spiders sticking in his throat. 

She laughed. 'Stupid machine. Should have chucked it out long 
ago. Can't be earthed properly. Even though we're on Earth.’ 

‘I'm in it, he croaked. 

‘You're right in it, Tom, love,’ Iris told him. 'You've jumped a time 
phase, too. But the cameras love you, lovey. Even down here.' She 
paused. 'I hope you appreciate my being here by the way. This top 
was crushed silk when | slipped it on, now it's flattened -' 


'- shit,’ said Tom. 

‘You're probably right; said Iris. ‘But we all need a little help and 
inspiration from time to time.’ 

He saw her through stinging, muddy eyes. She was holding a 
shovel. She'd dug him out of the pit. He looked around for the black 
figure in the woods, but the closest he could find was Iris. She looked 
awful. Like she was trying out for the black-and-white minstrels. 

‘Mammy,’ he said. 

She held out a blanket to him. 

‘| hope you haven't eaten anything you shouldn't have; she told 
him. 'You never know when a big new adventure's coming.... - the 
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type when there's never time for a loo break. Ooh! | remember that 
Jenny... ' 

Tom remembered someone too. White skin pressed up against 
him, his fingers slipping through soft blond hair. He was only wearing 
shorts but somehow the letter was still pressed against his skin, wet 
and plastered to his thigh. Like the two of them together, it had gone 
nowhere. 

‘Are you going to get me out of this slipped time phase thing?' 

‘It's that split dimension thingie | told you about; she said. 'Well, | 
will tell you about it. You couldn't be happy just watching, could you? 
| tried to keep you out of trouble, but you had to just... ' 

She went on and on. He was shivering cold. It felt like early 
morning. ‘Take me back; he said to Iris. 


Where was I? Oh, yes, 1 woke up shivering in a filthy, broken bed and 
didn't know where 1 was. 1 waited for recognition to kick in. It didn't. Flimsy 
curtains flapped at the open window, colourless as the sky. 

There was a cracked mirror beside the bed. My eyes were puffy, bloodshot 
and red-rimmed. I'd either been out every night for a week or crying for a day 
and 1 couldn't remember which. My head felt thick and heavy, a damp cushion 
stuffed with straw, prickling my eyes to tears. 

On the dresser was a crumpled piece of paper, a letter in someone else's 
handwriting. Words blurred. 

Focus on the letter, 1 thought, and this time other stuff would come back 
without me thinking about it. Focus on the letter. My surroundings fade, 
blurring and shimmering in a cheap wipe effect and 1 wonder what was there 
watching us, what was making the dogs bark outside in those tiny hours of the 
night we had. What was holding all that detail in its fist and retreating. 

Now l don't belong it lets me peek. 


Do you think if the rides had been better at the conference we 
wouldn't have had to embark on last night's slightly more spectacular 
rollercoaster? - the letter said. 

Let's have a recap. First, | got drunk. You got drunker. Graham did 
me a great PR job. You ran around with a red and black veil round 
your head through staff and natives alike. We talked later, and heavy 
words were thrown. 

| spent all night working out how to get you alone to talk to you, 
must've offended dozens by looking past them when they were 
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talking to see if | could spot you, kept moving out of the shadow of 
pillars so | could more easily be seen. 

It was crushingly romantic to sit shivering with you on the sandy 
beach under the Moon finally having our first kiss. Even as I'm sure 
we both knew we were risking ... well, Christ knows what we were 
risking. | seem to recall neither of us could properly diagnose the 
situation let alone hope to find an answer. But kissing was one way 
to express how we feel about each other. Probably the most eloquent 
way of communicating either of us was capable of at the time... 

Last night was full of the most gorgeous kisses. 

You asked me if I'd known we'd have ended up together there. | 
hadn't known of course _ how can anyone know something like that? 
- but | had thought if there was to be any transgressing of boundaries 
then maybe we would find ourselves clinging on to something last 
night. Even knowing, declaring, that this would be the first and last 
time. 

You said lots of things. Some of them hurt me, others made me 
soar. But you were explicit in stating that | mean a lot to you. We both 
know this is going nowhere. We both know that ultimately the 
boundaries are set in stone, neither of us will step too far out of line. 
But then what did we actually do last night? We kissed and we held 
each other. Fourteen-year-old stuff. | felt like a fourteen-year-old. No 
sex, or even foreplay. just kissing you and feeling it was the best 
thing ever. God | revelled in being so close to you. 

When you fell asleep, the breeze through the two open windows 
made me cold. The gulls were waking up, it was 4.30 or so. | closed 
my eyes but a part of me just couldn't sleep. | didn't want to waste 
your presence in that darkened room on sleep. It's why | kept kissing 
you again and again when you wanted to drift off, you poor thing, all 
dehydrated and sincere. So | lay there listening and waiting and 
watching the sky outside grow brighter until mundane worries like 
medication and pain started niggling at me. Kind of like an alarm 
clock that Real World" was waiting outside the hotel, growing 
stronger and pissing itself. 

| kissed your ear till you woke up. You were babbling, you cute 
thing, about 'It's tired. It's really tired.’ | don't know what 'it' was but 
you seemed pretty adamant. Have you really forgotten how we 
parted? What | said? You called from the hotel to tell me you didn't 
remember me going. And for verbal confirmation that | Knew none of 
this would happen again. When you mentioned the watch | was going 
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to say 'Come to my room and drop it off.’ But | felt | would sound as if 
| was making excuses to try and get you alone to myself again. 

It was 6am when | walked back to the Royal Foreman. Dogs were 
barking, invisible on the beach somewhere. It kept on getting 
brighter. | wasn't in the mood for seeing the light. 

Saw two others from the workshop at breakfast. Both were fishing, 
hoping to tart up their tired old plots, | suppose. My lips were bruised 
red, tingling still. | felt obvious. Predictable comments from Graham 
awaited. He knew we'd last been seen going out together. | said I'd 
seen you safely home and left about 2.30am _ the first lie. All such 
utter crap. What does he - they - know about anything at all? We're 
supposed to be writers, sharing to learn. Their minds are closed. 

What | regret is our not saying a proper goodbye. | spent the most 
extraordinary night with you, felt so close to you and faced up to so 
many hard truths with you, that a fumbled handover of a watch in the 
rain seemed no way to Signal our separation. 

'We don't really need to talk about stuff, do we?' you asked. 
Perhaps you felt the subject was already too well mined for one shift. 
| didn't want you to go. Pathetically, | wandered about in the general 
direction you'd taken soon after hoping to see you again, to bump 
into you one last time. Nope, you were gone. 

You keep hinting how | don't know you so well. How you're tougher 
and harder than me. t hope t get to know you still better. | hope our 
closeness won't suffer. | don't know where you're going to go with 'us' 
from here, and | suspect you don't either. But | had to write. Partly, | 
just wanted to write down some of how I'm feeling right now, see if | 
can work out anything for myself - predictably l'm not really sure how 
| feel. But mainly, | simply wanted to give you a better goodbye today 
than the one we had outside the Royal Foreman. 

As always with you, the goodbye only leaves me imagining how 
our next hello will be. 

- it finished. 

Tom never wrote back or returned the texts and calls, and the thing 
was ended before it began as far as he was concerned, dead and 
buried. But he kept the letter, and the memories of the start of it all. 
Little inklings and Imaginings crawled through him in the dark, their 
spidery legs testing the way, tickling him until he had to scratch. 

They'd parked in the boy's back garden and as the itch eased he 
heard the strangest noise. A small body popping into new existence, 
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and running free. Hatching plans in its doghouse. Too human to want 
to mix with us. 

| want to see that night with Ben, he thought. And he rose up from 
his pit In the dead of night when there was no noise at all. 

The set was bright and silent with static. Iris had passed out in 
front of it again. Crumpled sheets of newspaper lay on her lap. 
Nestling inside was a half-eaten portion of battered sausage with 
chips. Tom didn't think chippies used newspaper anymore - health 
and safety wouldn't let them. For some reason he had always 
suspected that fish and chips would taste better from newspaper. 

This looked to be an old copy of the Daily Mirror - before they all 
went colour and the ink was harder to smudge. He looked at the 
stories but they were smeared thick with curry sauce and didn't make 
much sense. 

‘She's had her fingers all over them; he said aloud. 

The hum of the bus breezed into his ears for a moment. The 
buzzing, fuzzing screen went on playing its patterns. He felt a 
moment of self reproach; that he should be able to infer something 
from them. 

Here we are again. But we're only half-filling the coach these days. 
The Top Room has taken its toll. The easy way out. All manner of 
means for ending it laid out on the low occasional tables, arranged 
on the old leather couches, stacked behind the bar. 

Sun's setting. Night’s coming. Faces, faces, everywhere. 

The seat beside me is empty. Used to be my old publisher Danny 
sat next to me on these little jaunts to Happy Hills. Happy Hills. The 
name's ours, of course. Like the Top Room. They wouldn't think to 
call it something like that; they haven't the imagination to think of a 
halfway decent euphemism. Mind you, | forget which of us coined the 
phrase, now. It's so unfair, having to give up your faculties to the grey 
smudges of old age. It's really not on. 

Used to be good with Danny. We had an understanding, as the 
fear rose, as the tension grew tangible. We'd let each other sit in 
silence, not talk or curse or moan like the others did. We understood 
that just being with someone can be enough sometimes. Can be 
everything. | even miss his stink, flatulent old bugger. 

Life goes on. It gets thinner, and slower, but it goes on. 

| find myself picturing the boy on the seat beside me, ever-young, 
a phantom. He gives me an encouraging look. We reminisce, we 
catch up, but it's so tiring now, trudging through the muddy years. So 
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when he sees I've had enough, he pats my hand and clams up. Like 
Danny might've done. Compassionate. Only he smells slightly better. 
It's wet dog that sticks about him. | think of Doug, my magical beagle. 
He would sit beside me in my room. 


| place my hand on the empty seat. It rests there as the coach pulls 
off, and as the night falls. 
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Blame Iris 


Stewart Sheargold 


Oh, give us another drink, lovey. 

It was late, or early, depending on your perception of time, 
but well past everyone's bedtime, and the sky was beginning to 
lighten. The pony was still in full swing and Iris had managed to 
offend just about every last person there. Tom frowned; 
sometimes, it was like looking after a particularly rambunctious 
aunt who refused to move in her more socially appropriate 
circles, and got herself in all manner of trouble. Not that Tom 
felt like her chaperone, but he didn't exactly feel like her 
companion either, Sometimes he suspected she kept him 
around as a glamorous accessory because of his exotic skin 
colour. What hat goes best with Tom this evening? 

A small, immaculately manicured hand touched him on the 
arm. He turned to find Anais - delicate, fragile, elegant Anais, 
but with a mind as hard and as brilliantly faceted as ice - 
smiling bemusedly at him. ‘She is, ah..." She searched for an 
inoffensive word. 'Large. As life. Is she not?’ 

Larger on the inside than the outside, he thought, what with 
all her many lifetimes' experiences. He smiled down at her. 
"This is her on a good night. It's when the swearing starts that | 
have to drag her away, usually with armies of guards racing 
after us. And, of course, she'll claim that this was her plan all 
along, drawing attention away from something else. She's 
impossible!" 

‘But... ?' He noticed Anais's hand had not left his arm. 'Well, | 
guess | like her. That must be why | stay with her.’ 

Her eyes softened, wide, silky pools he could fall into. "You 
are together, then. Nobody was certain. ' 

Together!? He backtracked literally, stumbling into a bookcase. 
‘Oh, no, no no! She's just a friend, you know.’ 

Anais hemmed him into a corner, threw her personal space 
around him like a cape. 'Ah,' she hummed smoothly, and 
planted a kiss on his lips. 
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He stiffened, like stone. A cackle and a crash broke them 
apart. Tom let out a small sigh of relief. Anais gave a slight 
frown and turned to see what Iris had done this time. 

Henry was doing the gentlemanly thing, and helping Iris up 
from where she had evidently fallen over one of the nubile 
contortionists, though his smile was strained. Iris was shouting 
drunkenly, 'Watch where you're putting your toosh, my dear. .. 
Ha! You look like a pretzel. .. Do we have any pretzels? ... Ooh, 
'Enry, you're a gentleman, you are, | always said so .. .' She let 
out a raucous cackle. 'And you fancy me, don't you?’ 

Anais's frown grew stronger. 'Excuse me,' she said and 
slinked across the room like a cat, gently engaging Henry's arm, 
and manoeuvring Iris onto a couch where she sank, 
overwhelmed, into the plush. 

Tom took this moment to sink into the darkness of an 
unoccupied, background corner. He found himself at a tiny table 
laden with first editions - Lawrence and Proust, and a copy of 
The 1001 Arabian Nights open to an intricately detailed drawing of a 
sexual position he wasn't sure was physically possible. 

'Have you done that?’ 

Tom whirled about. A cigarette end glowed orange in the 
shadows. 

Her pale face came out of the velvet dark like a vampire's from 
sleep. For a moment, her eyes seemed unreal - drowsy, 
seductive, swirling madly with colours - and Tom took a step 
backward, alarmed. But it was just the light; just the light. Her 
dark hair shimmered and glossed about her face, small 
straggling ends curled across her white cheeks. Her mouth was 
a perfect red pout, like a budding flower. She lifted her 
Cigarette, and sucked in smoke to sustain her engine. 

She was unutterably beautiful. 

Tom flustered. 'No. No, | haven't read it.’ 

She gave a small concession to a smile, as though to say, 
That’s not what | said, and we both know it. 

‘Please, sit down,’ she said. She had a heavy Brooklyn accent 
and a deep voice that drowned the ends of words. Seeing Tom's 
wariness, she slow-laughed, 'Don't worry. I'm not going to kiss 
you.’ He sat gingerly on the couch beside her. 'Not until we get 
to know one another first.’ For some reason he felt wrapped up 
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by her, sluggish and drugged by her husky voice, as though she 
had a spidery intent. 

‘I'm Tom,' he said, though he didn't reach out for her hand. 

‘| know,’ she replied. She reached down to the floor, and 
came up with a glass of amber liquid - bourbon, he supposed. 
She offered it to him; not wanting to seem impolite, he took it 
with a nod of thanks. She watched him, those eyes intense, 
boring into him, wanting to control him. He took a large sip, and 
surfaced coughing; it was the strongest bourbon he'd ever 
tasted. While he was off balance, she smiled and said, 'I'm 
June.’ 

And everything suddenly made sense. 

June. Henry's mysterious Wife from America. June, whom everyone said 
was a dime-dancer, a beauty, and a stormy force to be reckoned with. June, 
who could seduce the Moon into wanting an everlasting night. 

'Ah,' he said, rather stupidly, after the coughing fit had 
subsided. He realised he was on very shaky ground here; she 
was a vixen who would no doubt try to tempt him. But her next 
question surprised him. 

"Would you like me to have a word with the clown for you?’ 

Tom froze, then realised she was deliberately provoking him, 
finding just the right things to say, or wrong things to say, to 
Knock chinks in his armour - she was evidently an artful 
manipulator of conversations. He told himself to relax, as much 
as he could. Her next technique would be to touch him, lightly, 
try to arouse him, especially as she knew. Did he send out 
Signals? 

Sure enough, she reached out and placed a long-fingered 
hand on his thigh. He did not flinch. 'You've been watching him 
all night." Had she been watching him all night? But it was true. 
He had been pigeon-dancing around the conversations, in the 
hope of finally getting to chat to the rather dishy boy in the 
Pierrot clown suit; some of the guests had arrived in fancy dress 
- a gorilla there, a diver with full gated helmet - though Anais 
hadn't specified that the party had a theme. He had, as yet, 
been unable to fathom an excuse to brazenly walk over and 
introduce himself; not that he could ever do that. Their eyes met 
across the room for an instant, and the boy smiled. Tom looked 
away. 
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‘Ah, no, it's all right." For a moment a shimmer of anger 
passed across June's white face. Then her enigmatic smile 
reasserted itself. Her hand slipped from his leg. 

‘Don't be ashamed of it. This is the age of liberation.' He 
frowned. ‘I'm not.' 

She went on. 'You know that my husband is sleeping with 
Anais?’ He coughed, embarrassed at her forthrightness. 'It's 
rather obvious.’ 

‘And | am also sleeping with her.’ 

"Yes. | heard.’ And then he quickly turned to her and asked, 
‘But why?’ June smiled. 'For art's sake. For their words to have 
some feeling in them.’ 

She gave a short, ironic laugh. ‘For adventure and 
excitement.’ She paused dramatically, took out a cigarette, 
placed it carefully between her pursed lips, offered him the 
lighter; he lit it and she drew in breathe through the nicotine. 
The air was hazy with smoke and talk and music; someone was 
playing an accordion in the corridor. She blew out a plume of 
grey; he dragged himself through it like a sweet hallucination, 
found himself suddenly reclining next to her. ‘Like your 
adventures,’ she whispered. 

He probably should have been alarmed at that. But he felt soft 
and pliable and drowsy. 'My adventures?’ 

"You and Iris,’ she purred. 'In a big red bus.’ 

Iris? Where was Iris? 

Tom pulled himself together and searched the room. There she 
was, smiling like a giddy child as one of the Circus Thieves blew 
smoke into her glass of whisky where it swirled like a gaseous 
atmosphere, before she quickly sucked it up, laughing. Iris, I think we 
have a problem here. 

But he couldn't stand. So he sat still and let June smooth his short 
cap of hair, saying nothing. What had been in that bourbon? Was he 
being paranoid? How would he know? 

Someone asked for a song. The accordion player was coaxed in 
from the corridor, and Tom watched as Henry got up and began to 
sing a lewd tale about a pirate and a barmaid, kicking his legs up ina 
mock sea-dance. 

And then there was a movement on the couch beside him. He 
turned, expecting June to be making her move on him and was 
startled to see that she'd gone. In her place sat the clown he'd been 
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admiring all night. He really was astonishingly beautiful - wide dark 
eyes, boyish vulnerable features, designer stubble, spiky black hair, 
the softest lips. Perhaps the party wasn't over yet. The boy smiled at 
him. Tom smiled back. 'Hi,’ he said. 

‘Hello,’ said the boy in heavily accented French. And, then, 
because words weren't really necessary, he came in for a kiss. 

Which, quite characteristically, was when Iris ruined everything by 
propelling herself from the couch, with some help from a couple of 
the Circus Thieves, and launching herself at Henry with the full 
intention of stealing a snog - 

‘Ooh, 'Enry, give your Auntie Iris a kiss! 

- only to fall spectacularly on top of him, breaking up the dancing 
line who fell like skittles around her with shouts of alarm. 


Anais had very kindly let them stay at her rather large house, 
situated at the end of a cul-de-sac. It had an expansive garden out 
the back, with a richly green lawn, and various pathways flourished 
with flowers. A short path of steps led up to the street above, and the 
boulangerie where Tom had bought bread and pastries for breakfast 
a couple of times. They had been here a week, and he had to admit 
that he was enjoying himself (especially now!) by living this 
somewhat simpler life, though none the less richer, immersed as he 
was in the centre of these very personal, intense relationships that 
were to become renowned in literature. He liked the dinginess of 
Paris - it was always in use, the quaintness; the hope in all these 
parties and this sturdy intellectual thought; people were going to 
change the world. It felt, somehow, more real to him than home; he 
was living history! Though how much longer they would be welcome 
would soon be seen, particularly after Iris's gauche behaviour last 
night. 

‘Morning, chuck,’ said Iris with a knowing wink, as he emerged, 
tousled from sleep. ‘Well, afternoon, actually,’ she amended, ‘But 
time's all amok anyway with us time travellers, eh?' She laughed 
huskily around a ciggie. ‘Have a fun night?' She didn't wait for an 
answer but started banging pots and pans, searching out something. 

‘There's a man in my bed,’ he answered. 'I did notice, love.’ 

‘Well, that's always an indication of a good night.’ 

‘Is he not coming out for breakfast?’ She leaned in to him and 
whispered, 

‘Slipping off quietly, then, is he?’ 
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‘Certainly not! He's sleeping.’ 

‘Ooh er! After all that hard work.' She erupted into cackles. 

Tom frowned at her. ‘Shouldn't you have a headache?’ he asked, 
and sat down. 

She placed a mug of coffee in front of him. 'Ha! | could drink a herd 
of oxen under that table, young man, and still come up grinning in the 
morning.’ 

‘As | can see.' He sipped, but the coffee was cold. He handed it 
back to her, and she poured him a new one from the violently 
steaming copper kettle on the stove. He liked this kitchen, the dented 
pots, the tiny square-patterned tiles at the back of the cooker, the 
pristine sunlight flooding in through the open window. 'Where is 
everyone? Up and run away after your display last night?’ 

‘Display!’ She gazed at him imperiously. ‘I'll have you know that 
was the time-honoured tradition of blending in and getting to know 
the locals better! And everyone else is still at Henry's. No 
constitution, you see.' She went back to her scrabbling. 

‘What are you looking for?’ he asked, becoming annoyed at her 
noisy preoccupation. 

‘Frying pan!’ she yelled from under the sink cupboard. 

‘| thought you'd be well acquainted with knowing how to find those. 
Not to mention the proverbial fire.’ 

She emerged, her hair frazzled and messy. ‘Well! And that's the 
thanks | get for trying to cook you and your handsome friend a late 
breakfast.’ 

Tom raised an eyebrow. 'lris, you can't even cook an egg.’ 

‘Shhh,’ she hushed him, ‘They don't know that.’ She hmmed 
decisively. 'I might have one on the bus.’ 

A big red bus. Tom suddenly remembered. He gasped aloud. 

‘Oh, stop fretting, I'm not going to bring anything anachronistic 
here. 

Though a microwave would work won-' 

‘Iris!’ he interrupted her. 'June knows about us. She knows we 
travel in time. She knows about your bus! 

She let this outburst fizzle out, then said, calmly, 'Well, of course 
she knows about it.' 

'So she's an alien, then?’ 

Iris burst into laughter. Tom's forehead rippled with a frown. 'No, 
dear. 
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She's just an actress. | think she likes to play the mysterious 
seductress. The only thing odd about her is how she looks uncannily 
like my friend Emma from the Ministry.’ She gathered herself, and 
grinned at him, 'No, | just let her read an excerpt from my journal. 
She thinks I'm a fantasy novelist!" 

Tom was unimpressed. 'You can't go introducing self concepts 
now. 

You'll do something terrible - something else terrible - to the time 
lines, surely.’ 

Iris huffed. 'It didn't hurt when | suggested something similar to Mr 
Wells, did it? And what if | was supposed to propose it at that precise 
point in time, eh? A receptive mind will always be open to new ideas. 
That's not my fault.’ She had her hands on her hips now, lecturing 
him. 'And | did happen to notice my own phrasing in some of Anais's 
journals; no doubt I'll inspire her with my grand writing style, bless 
her.’ 

‘Now you're just making paradoxical excuses,’ he whinged. 
‘Because you can.' She opened her mouth to make a retort, but he 
got in before her. 'No, there's definitely something wrong with June. It 
wasn't just what she knew, it was the way she was using it. And her 
eyes are funny.’ 

'Her eyes are funny!’ shouted Iris. 'If that's your way of identifying 
an alien species, then, my dear boy, you're going to find them around 
every cornerl’ She shook her head at him as he sulked into his 
coffee, and placed an arm across his shoulders in a motherly 
manner. ‘Besides, this is 1930s Paris. | think I'd notice if there were 
any alien shenanigans going on here, wouldn't |?’ 

Tom doubted it but thought it best to nod anyway. 


Henry stopped to light his cigarette, but the footsteps didn't. That 
was when he knew he was being followed. The night was filled with 
fog, the amber glow of the streetlights spilling small pools of clarity. 
He stared down the tiny cobblestone street he was traversing - 
nothing. And it seemed the footsteps had stopped now. 

He had to get back to the main thoroughfare. He'd chosen this way 
to avoid the many Circus Thieves he owed money to. Perhaps it 
hadn't been such a good idea. There had, of late, been odd sightings 
and rumours of strange goings-on in Paris; Henry had witnessed it 
himself, peripheral shadows and foreign shapes that moved across 
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the dark; nothing glimpsed fully but just a feeling of wrong. He was 
feeling it now, and the hackles rose on the back of his neck. 

Don't be so ridiculous, he thought. You're a grown man; you're an 
American. 

Shaking off the goose bumps, he jammed his hat tight on his 
thinning pate, and slouched off down the street, purpose in his step. 

Something clicked right behind his ear. It wasn't a normal sound. 
He ran, fully expecting to be leapt on, slammed to the cobblestones. 

The fog parted carefully around his hurtling shape, and then closed 
again, as though he had never been there. 

He heard music, and ran towards it. It sounded like it was coming 
from up ahead. Warm lambent light spilled into the street from a 
window. Of course, the Valhalla. He'd often go there to sit in the dark 
and let his mind wander, especially when they were showing one of 
June's films. He wrenched the doors open, and shot a quick glance 
backward. 

He could just discern a figure through the fog. A spindly, 
unnaturally thin figure; it seemed to move in a series of staccato-like 
jerks, like it was slowed 111 time. It was holding out one hand, as 
though it had something on a leash. Looking down he saw a tiny 
figurine walking beside it - a puppet? It was this which clicked and 
clacked on the cobblestones; it was the most sinister sound he had 
ever heard. But what was worse was that he knew what the figurine 
was. It was... 

'Henry,' said a deep voice beside him. 

He leapt ten feet in the air. A reassuringly human hand on his 
shoulder steadied him. He turned to find June staring at him intently. 
‘Doll, you scared the life out of me. What are you doing here?’ 

‘Looking for you.' She smiled enigmatically. He still hadn't been 
able to work her out, even after all this time. 

‘I'm being followed,' he told her gruffly, and looked into the fog. But 
the terrible shape had gone, and he couldn't hear the clicking 
anymore. The figurine! 'June,' he said, grabbing her, 'I saw your -' 

‘Let's go inside, Henry,’ she interrupted quickly. 'You can tell me 
about it there,’ 

She slipped an arm around his, and commandingly drew him into 
the Valhalla. 


They were showing Les Vies d'une Femme tmprudente (The Lives of a 
Reckless Woman) so Henry bought two tickets from the meek little 
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booth girl — she seemed to be the only staff, though it was quite 
early - and they entered the dim world of the auditorium. The 
movie had already started, the dusty projection beaming a 
tunnel of light to the screen. They settled themselves in the old 
leather seats. Apart from another couple in the middle, they 
seemed to be alone. June placed her head on his shoulder. 
"There, that's better, isn't It ?' 

It was. He still remembered the panicked run through the fog, 
but it felt foolish to bring it up in such a relaxed atmosphere. He 
looked to the screen, where June was making her first entrance. 
She walked out of the gloom of a corridor, perfectly lit, stockings 
sheer on her long legs, dress sashaying, her pale face rising 
from the liquid dark like a treasure from the sea. He found 
himself aroused, and squeezed her thigh. She was watching 
him watch her as she turned into an entirely separate person on 
the screen, in that other world. 

The seat creaked as she leaned across and kissed him. Her 
lios soft and red. Her eyes heavily lidded, rimmed with kohl, the 
pupils burning with Intensity. Something pushed its way into his 
head. He felt instantly drugged and slow, as though his solid 
thoughts had just been sluiced apart with water. 

On screen, June lay back on a bed, and a man lay across her. 
He ripped her necklace off; pearls scattered on the floor. 

In the cinema, June bit into his lip, drawing blood. 

Then, over her shoulder, Henry saw the couple in the middle 
flicker, like a jump cut. And the tunnel of light from the projector 
shifted, and his eyes filled with harsh, white light. He was in the 
tunnel, surrounded by dust motes, with a sensation like falling; 
images of June and the man making love burnt into his skin, 
stuck behind his eyes. He was bombarded with this unreal light 
from every angle; shapes and shadows writhed amidst it. In the 
corner of the screen, three small dots marked the end of the 
reel, and then ... 

It cut. 

To the next scene. And so did he. 

Everything came rushing back into relief. He breathed deeply, 
and shook the white from his eyes. He focused on his 
surroundings. He was in a bedroom. Not any bedroom, but the 
bedroom he had just been watching. He immediately saw what 
was wrong - it was black and white. He looked down at his 
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hands and he was black and white! And then he turned and saw 
the monochrome June coming towards him; she was grainy and 
flecked with film noise and scratches; and he realised where he 
was. Oddly, the lighting did not change on her person as she 
walked through it but stayed uniform as though she had been 
cut out from somewhere else and pasted into the scene. 

June: (Smoothly, with a slightly false smile) Henry, I'd like you to 
meet some friends of mine. 

There was an alien click behind him. 

He turned, and, though he was a man of some constitution, 
the sight that met his eyes made him yell in utter fright. 


The gendarmes came visiting next morning, and they wanted to 
talk to Iris. They interrupted her bath, and she made them wait for 
half an hour while she gussied herself up. ‘If they're any kind of 
gentlemen they'll wait for a lady.’ When the constables became 
tetchy, Tom rapped on the bathroom door and remarked that 
‘gentlemen’ such as these who worked in such authoritarian circles 
were not usually accustomed to waiting for anybody, indeed it was 
supposed to be the other way around. Iris would have no one rushing 
her, though, and when she shook hands with the constables her 
palms were still damp from lingering in the tub. Tom noticed the 
shorter one casually wipe his hand on his trousers, and smiled; she 
had them on the wrong foot from the start, and that would suit her 
fine. 

‘Madame Wildthyme,' said the senior, fatter officer, starting things 
off. ‘Iris, dearie,' she patted him on the hand. 'Would you like some 
tea?’ She bustled about the kitchen, banging cupboards, rattling 
mugs impressively, clearly not knowing where anything was. 'More of 
a coffee drinker, our Anais, | think,’ she said ruefully, and stopped 
fussing. 

‘Madame Wildthyme! We have waited -' 

‘And bless you for indulging an old woman, dear. So many wouldn't 
have.’ This raised a grudging nod from him. 

'We have some questions we would like to put to you.’ 

‘Of course. I'd only be too happy to help our lovely boys in blue,’ 
she simpered: the young one raised his eyebrows in disbelief. 
‘Please, sit down.' She motioned to the scrubbed wooden kitchen 
table. They sat stiffly, teasing out the creases in their immaculately 
pressed trousers. 
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‘Now, Madame -' 

'Iris,' she beamed. 

There was a short silence. Then the fat policeman acquiesced, 
‘Iris. | am Sergeant Bonnot, this is Constable Binnet.' 

Well, what's the chance of that happening?’ she giggled. 
‘Charmed, I'm sure,’ 

Bonnot sighed heavily, then came out with it. 'We would like to 
know your whereabouts last night. 

‘Tom!’ she yelled. 'Stop eavesdropping in the doorway and make 
us some breakfast.’ Tom jerked self-consciously at being nabbed and 
slouched into the kitchen. He smiled apologetically at the gendarmes 
and went to the oven. Taking out the warm tray of brioche pastries he 
plonked it down in front of Iris. Her eyes gleamed. 'Is there a spoon 
for the chocola-?' she asked petulantly, as he waved one in front of 
her face. 'He's a dear, he is,' she told the gendarmes. 

Tom noticed them looking at him gravely, suspiciously. The 
younger one (Binnet, was it?) glanced quickly at his fatter counterpart 
(Bonnot) as though to say, Elle associe avec undesirables. Tom 
instantly got his back up, but before he could say anything, Iris 
blurted, 'Could you see if there's any tea, dear?’ She gave him a 
pointed look, and he understood; this charade was to cover up her 
worry, and she wanted him around in case it all went pear-shaped. 
lhe found a small measure of pride in her trust in him, and made 
himself steadfast: together they would pit their wits against logical, 
prosaic authority. IHe smiled; they didn't have a clue who they were 
up against, and he'd always wanted to have a story about getting into 
a blue with the boys in blue. 

He took his time sifting through the fully stocked cupboards. 

‘So, what is all this about, Officer?’ she asked, tucking into her 
brioche. Clearly deciding it was a waste of valuable police time to 
beat around the bush with Iris, Sergeant Bonnot came straight to the 
point. ‘You have been implicated in a disappearance, Mme 
Wildthyme.’ 

Iris splurted chocolate across the table. 'Me! Implicated. That 
doesn't mean a thing, chuck. What am | supposed to have done?’ 
She leant in, smudging her elbows with chocolate. 'Just who am | 
supposed to have spirited away?’ 

‘Are you acquainted with a man by the name of Henry Miller, an 
American auth-.’ 
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"Enry! Course | know him. He's madly in love with me. What's 
happened to him?' she asked worriedly. 

Tom turned at this and gave both constables his most piercing 
stare to back up Iris's demand. 

'He's disappeared,’ replied Binnet with a smug smile. 

Iris glared at him. 'Now listen here, young man. Henry,’ losing all 
pretense she stressed the H, 'is a good friend of mine, and I'm hardly 
likely to spirit him away anywhere. In fact he's more likely to do it to 
me, bless him. But 11 something terrible has happened to him you 
better tell me what it is this instant.’ 

Not used to being treated with such vehemence, the young 
constable’ mouth formed a line of pure rage. Before he could vent his 
anger, Sergeant Bonnot calmed him, one hand raised for peace. 
‘Perhaps we should continue this down at the station,’ he suggested, 
in what Tom supposed was his most diplomatic tone. 

‘We'll ruddy well continue it here, mister! yelled Iris. She looked 
about ready to throw the chocolate container at him. ‘You've still got 
no proof | had anything to do with this! 

"Very well, Iris _' 

‘Madame Wildthyme to you, thank you very much,' she snapped. 

Bonnot blinked once, then said, 'Henry was seen entering the 
Valhalla last night with a woman. The girl on the ticket booth did not 
see him leave, and raised the alarm when she found there had been 
signs of a struggle.’ 

'Well, it wasn't me with him. | was at the Blue Room with Tom here 
and Anais.' She hurrumphed. 'And lots and lots of witnesses,’ she 
added. 

'Merci, said young Binnet with cool exasperation. 

‘Whether it was you or not is yet to be determined,’ explained 
Bonnot. 'What made us come to you is what we found there.’ 

‘Yes? And what was that?’ 

‘This belongs to you, | believe,’ he said, and opening the thick 
envelope he carried, he slid out a slim volume bound in red leather. 

Iris snatched it away from him and cradled it protectively to her 
chest. Tom craned forward to look but it seemed unremarkable to 
him. Of course he suspected what it was. 

‘I'd say that was a "yes".' The sergeant smiled. 

‘That flibbertigibbet! That leggy, sycophantic tart!’ shrilled Iris. 

Tom touched her on the shoulder; she shrugged him off angrily. 
'Who, Iris?' he asked gingerly. 
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'Why, June, of course! | gave her one peek at my journal and she's 
gone and stolen it, in an obvious attempt to plagiarise my life, to 
snatch vicariously at my experiences, to bask in the fame of my 
anecdotes! Well, how dare shel! I'll give her a right ribbing when next 
| see her! 

‘Right hook more like,’ said Tom quietly, Binnet frowned at him. 

‘Mme Wildthyme,' began Bonnot, 'I think you should look inside. 
The final entry.’ 

Iris stopped her flapping in an instant. She stared at him, open- 
mouthed, then she rapidly flipped through the journal. She took a 
moment to read, and then she gasped dramatically. Her mouth 
quivered. 

'What?' asked Tom, reaching for the book. 

Iris handed it to him, glumly. He scanned the page. The final entry 
went like this: 


... and I've decided that after all this time | simply must get involved 
here. It's just too tempting, my dears, this rough, ramshackle life. | 
feel Henry's going to ask me to stay, too. I'm just sure of it. He gets 
such a lascivious gleam in his eye for his Auntie Iris! But that tune, 
she's a worry, she hangs on him like a badly cut Jacket. Perhaps I'll 
take him away with us, on the bus! Yes, perhaps | should take him 
out of the picture, or, indeed, put him in the picture! Ha! 'Cause it 
would cause terrible ructions to the timelines ... but they generally 
sort themselves out anyway. 


Tom finished reading this and found himself staring at her in 
horror. 'Now, chuck ... dearie ... Tom! You can't possibly believe 
| wrote that! The writing style is appalling!’ 

Young Constable Binnet evidently could, if his nasty smile 
was anything to go by. 

‘I'm being framed, you daft clod!" 

Tom couldn't shut his mouth. Surely she couldn't have written 
that? But knowing Iris, there was the inkling - hell, there was the 
great big spanking possibility - that she might entertain such an 
outlandish idea. But she wouldn't? Would she? He looked at her 
sitting there, dishevelled after her rant, chocolate smudged on 
her lips, her eyes imploring him to believe her. 

‘I'm not mad,’ she yelled. ‘It's obvious what's happening.’ 

‘And what is that?’ asked the sergeant. 
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‘Aliens are stealing influential literary figures for some fiendish 
plan. 

‘And blaming you?’ 

Yes! 

Bonnot raised an eyebrow, in long-suffering response and 
said, 'Why?' 

She hardened. 'Because they know I can stop them!" 

Both gendarmes stood up. They'd had enough. Tom wanted 
to believe her, Indeed, he was almost certain that he did, and he 
couldn't let them take her away. But what could he do? 

‘Right, Mme Wildthyme. It's time for you to come down to the 
station.’ 

‘Unhand me, you brutes,’ she screeched. 

‘Hey, she's an old lady.’ 

'Who're you calling old, young man?!’ 

Young Binnet grabbed Tom's arm forcefully. 'Stay out of this,’ 
he spat. 

"Tom! Help me"! she yelled. 

But it was to no avail. They dragged her off, leaving Tom 
standing uselessly 11ithe dingy kitchen, wondering what to do. 


Iris had been in a strop when they'd bailed her out, railing on 
and on about harassment and police brutality and loudly 
declaiming the unspeakable acts they'd committed upon her in 
the cells (though Tom thought it more likely that this was 
because they hadn’t committed unspeakable acts upon her in 
the cells). Anais had kindly put up the money, especially when 
she'd heard about Henry going missing, so she believed that Iris 
could help. Corruption was rife, she told them, and they shouldn't 
bother Iris any longer if she didn't make too much of a scene. Tom 
had told her that was too much to hope for. It would be up to them to 
find Henry. ‘Iris will know how,' he'd said, trying to atone for his 
previous scepticism. 

‘My own companion,' she'd said sadly, shaking her head. 'My own 
erstwhile companion whom | take on a giddy tour through all time 
and space, show him the wonders of the worlds, and he doesn't 
believe me when | need his support the most.' She sighed. 'I don't 
just need you to hand me voddie and tell me how clever | am, you 
know.’ 
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Tom had hung his head, sheepishly. Then, realising, said, 'Hang 
on, Erstwhile?' 

Iris had gazed archly at him. 'Well, we'll see about that.’ 

Great, he'd thought. I'm on a real tight leash now. 

She'd made straight for her bus (oh, and how they'd questioned 
her about where she came from), and, sure enough, when they'd 
arrived at the warehouse where she'd hidden it in the gloom, she'd 
screeched, 'I knew it! That minx has been at my lock. She's disabled 
the security system.’ 

‘But she couldn't do that, surely? This is 1930s Paris,’ he'd 
remonstrated. ‘She's under the influence, the alien influence.’ She 
wagged a finger at him. "Told you, didn't |? Funny eyes ... that's the 
clincher every time.’ 

Tom had rolled his. 

Iris had gone racing up to the top deck and he could hear her 
scrabbling about in her bookshelves and among her long racks of 
old-fashioned clothes and gaudy baubles. There had been a shriek, 
and he'd leapt after her, only to meet her coming down the back 
staircase. Her face was ashen. 'She's taken them. She's taken every 
last journal.’ She turned to Tom, looking him in the eyes, utterly 
mortified. ‘She's stolen my adventures.’ And then she'd fainted on top 
of him. 

Now, he handed Anais her third drink. She gazed about the bus 
with wide-eyed wonder, touching the chintzy soft furnishings, clicking 
on and off the orange art nouveau lamp beside her until he gently 
moved it away from her. She was like a delighted child. 

‘This is a wonderful... time machine, did you say?’ 

He nodded and peered worriedly up the front of the cab, where Iris 
was tinkering at her brass-knobbed console; she'd recently had an 
upgrade, claiming it was the latest thing; she'd even had an old 
television set installed on a pull down chain as a scanner. She'd 
never bothered with one before. Just dashed from the bus with a 
cavalier attitude. Oh, she was one for show. 

But he was concerned for her. Ever since she'd woken from her 
faint, she'd been deadly serious. Someone had taken her diaries, 
and, apart from this rackety old bus, they were the most precious 
things she owned. 

‘| feel less than whole,’ she'd murmured as she blinked awake. 'As 
if someone has taken away all my memories.’ 
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'How does it work?’ asked Anais, and Tom turned his attention 
back to her. 

He was regretting telling her about Iris's bus. She was far too 
canny. Iris would probably have to perform some sort of mind wipe 
on her before they did!. 

‘| don't know,' he said. ‘But, just accept that we are from another 
time, another place entirely.’ 

"You are tourists.’ 

He smiled. 'Yes. We are,' he replied, relieved that she was not 
questioning hirn, that she was thinking prosaically. 

Anais sipped her gin and tonic, her doe eyes beautifully limpid and 
aware. 'I did not ever think that aliens would look like ... you,’ she 
said. His face fell. Ilc stalked up the back to the minibar to rustle 
himself up a drink. He clinked lee into a glass, watched the gin 
splash unctuously around the tumbler. He Idt miserable. He wanted 
to go home. No, he wanted to be with his boy, Phillipe, in bed, 
cradled into his warm hollow. 

‘Tom, be a dear and pour your Auntie Iris one, too.’ 

A grin parted his face from ear to ear. She'd evidently forgiven him, 
come out of the blue funk she'd been in. For now, at least, while 
other sterner matters came to the fore. He quickly poured her a drink. 
'So, what do we do now, Auntie?’ 

She grinned at him through the side of her mouth. 'My dear space 
chum, | haven't been idle. I've whipped up a gadget to help me find 
my diaries!’ She came forward, holding what could only be described 
as a terrible mess of objects - leaky pens, key rings, tea bags, blocks 
of Lego, tassels, buttons, batteries, cassettes; sea shells, various 
loose change, half-sucked lozenges; paper clips, a yo-yo, brass 
knobs and bobs - and all of them stuck-round a central long rod, and 
wrapped together with... 

‘Is that papier rnache. Iris?' asked Tom, trying not to laugh. 

‘You can wipe that smarty-pants grin off your face, young man. 
This device is going to show me where that loose lippy lesbian has 
taken my diaries. You need a proper gadget on adventures like ours, 
you know. ' 

'How does it work?’ asked Anais, intrigued. 

‘It's a form of Block Transfer Computation,’ explained Iris. 'You take 
various objects that pertain to what you seek - in this case, 
something personal to the bus or myself - and wrap them around one 
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another, which creates a special mathematical bond - and then, 
Bob's your sister's uncle's mother, you've got a tracer!’ 

Tom couldn't help it. He burst into laughter. 'So it works because 
theoretically it thinks it should work. Honestly, Iris, | thought you were 
making something ... clever and impressive, what with all your 
tinkering up there.’ 

Iris stared at him primly, and simply switched it on. 

A deep bass hum droned in his ears. The lozenges began to flash, 
the paper clips shone iridescently. Iris moved the tracer and when it 
was closest 10 the doors, it gave a slow beep, followed, two seconds 
later, by another. 'You see,' she smirked. 'Now come on.' 

Anais jumped up. 'But what about Henry?’ 

‘What about Henry? | think my diaries are a bit more 
important. They could cause untold damage to the time lines if 
someone reads them, not I'll mention untold damage to my 
reputation if someone keeps altering them!’ 

‘That wasn't what you were saying before,’ noted Tom archly. 

She ignored him. ‘Just think of it. Someone might cast Cabaret 
without Liza, or give Andy more than his fifteen minutes of fame, 
or convince Ginsberg that he was straight and stop him writing 
filthy poetry!’ She paused to let the weight of her statement 
heavy their thoughts. 'Someone might invent punk and the 
revolution in the forties,’ she gasped. 'Or invent gobstoppers 
before time!’ No one was reacting to her cataclysms. 'Someone,' 
she stressed, 'might find the instructions on how to make a Von 
Loopin time machine stitched into the binding of diary 143, and 
simply travel back and pluck us out of time ill order for us not to 
succeed.' 

"What does that mean?' asked Anais, an incongruous frown 
puzzling her face. 

‘It means, my dear, that if we don't find my diaries, the only 
erotica you'll be writing are fantasies involving myself and young 
Tom there.’ She paused. ‘Besides, I'm sure that once we find 
them, we'll find Henry.’ 

Anais gave Iris the once over and then, alarmed, shot out of 
the bus. Tom and Iris grinned together and followed. 


‘Are you sure that thing's working properly?’ asked Tom. ‘Henry 
may have been here ... but your diaries?’ 
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lris's winking, throbbing, hotchpotch tracer had led them to the 
Valhalla, its beeping becoming strident and alarmed the closer they'd 
come. Eerie light from the cinema shone dusty beams into the street. 

Anais was reading the poster of movie times. ‘There is a screening 
in ten minutes,’ she said. She gave a short laugh. ‘It is Les Vies d'une 
Femme imprudente. June stars in it.’ 

‘It's working,’ Iris told Tom. 

Anais looked up and down the street. A fog was beginning to close 
in, clinging wetly to the cobblestones, beading the Windows with 
droplets. 'Does that mean Henry is inside?’ she asked, pouting. 

Iris said nothing. 'Probably,' said Tom. 

‘Then we are going in.’ She pulled open the doors. She was a 
diminutive woman but she more than made up for her size wtrh- 
oluck, thought Tom. He wished Iris would do whatever she was about 
to do so they could go inside, the fog was beginning to frighten him; it 
moved wrongly, insinuating itself around the buildings, sucking up the 
light. 

Iris grabbed Anais. 'Wait a moment, lovey,’ She was studying her 
device intently, mulling over the diagnostics. 'l'm getting some very 
odd readings here.’ 

‘Do you hear a strange sort of clicking?’ asked Tom. 'Let go of me,’ 
Anais said hotly. 

‘Watch your backs, chaps,’ warned Iris. She let go of Anais. They 
went inside. 


A shape moved in the fog. 


It was deathly quiet, and a palpable pall of gloom hung over 
everything. The red velvet walls seemed to suggest something 
terrible and bloody. The ticket booth was empty. 

‘It's deathly quiet, isn't it?’ whispered Iris. 

‘| wonder how we buy tickets,’ said Tom. 

‘| have a feeling this will be a one-off performance for us, dear.’ 

They parted the dark curtains and went into the dim auditorium. 
The large screen was empty and silent; footlights leaked small pools 
over the floor. ‘We're not the only ones here,' said Tom, pointing to a 
couple in the middle row. ‘Popular film, then?' Iris mused 
sarcastically. 

‘It is a classic,’ Anais reprimanded her. 'Classic what?’ asked Iris. 
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But Anais would not be drawn into her childish game. 'There is only 
the cinema and the foyer, and Henry is not in either,’ she stated 
accusingly. Tom was sure he could see her frown in the dark. 

'He may not be here here,’ whispered Iris testily. ‘But he's here. If 
you know what 1 mean.’ 

'No. | do not,’ she replied, vexed. 

‘| suspect he's probably in another dimension entirely, shunted 
sideways In time, operating on a different plane. But still in the same 
spatial position.’ She glanced down at the blinking lights of her tracer. 
‘That's what these readings seem to be telling me, anyway. If I'm 
reading them right.’ 

'So what do we do now?’ asked Tom. 

‘Well, now we're here we could watch the movie.’ She plonked 
herself down into a worse-for-wear leather seat. ‘Pity there's no 
candyfloss.’ 

‘Iris!’ Tom hissed. 'We're supposed to be rescuing very important 
literary figures. Whose disappearance could do "untold damage to 
the time lines". 

'Yes, we are.' Anais was not impressed. 

‘Oh, buck up, you two, and take a seat. We can't do anything until 
they play their hand. And until then we can enjoy this "classic".' 

Begrudgingly Tom and Anais sat. Nothing happened for a time. 
Tom began to fidget in his seat, and pull at the stuffing that was 
poking through ratty, matted holes. Iris started to sing Edith Piaf, 
badly. Anais was slumping further and further down in her seat, her 
frown becoming more severe with each passing moment. Just when 
Tom thought she was about to erupt with indignation, Iris said, 
‘Time's up.' 

The screen burst into full black and white glory. Noise crashed in 
with a nasty crackle, before settling down into a soundtrack. The 
tunnel of light from the projector was directly over their heads, an 
intense, concentrated beam. Dust motes danced in it. 

‘Oh,’ Iris complained. ‘They've started it in the middle of the film! 
How unprofessional.’ 

On-screen, a woman who was obviously June lay back on a bed. A 
man lay over her. He ripped her necklace off; pearls scattered across 
the floor. He began to ravish her, running his rough hands over her 
smooth body, rtpplng her stockings to get at the delicate skin. The 
camera roved lovingly over thh sensuous brutality, tracked up to the 
woman's face as the man kissed her. 
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Anais squealed. 'Mon Dieu!’ 

‘What? What is it?’ Iris screeched. 

Anais's lip was quivering. She pointed at the screen. 'That's Henry!’ 

Tom screwed up his eyes to get a better look. Sure enough, it 
seemed a~ though it was the rough and rude man he had met. He 
could even make out a small line around him, as though he'd been 
added to the filmed scene later, 'We must get him out of there!’ said 
Anais forthrightly, grabbing Iris's arm. 

Iris stood up, opened her mouth to confront these aliens with a 
devastating speech ... And then the projection beam shifted, 
seemingly bounced off the screen, and streamed directly into their 
eyes. The images of Henry and June raked over them, burning them 
into celluloid. Anais screamed as the tunnel narrowed like a blade 
and fixed on her. Not so blinded, Tom could see the small diarist 
bathed in unnatural white light - outlined, separate, distinct. The film 
images writhed on her like snakes. 

‘Grab onto her! yelled Iris, and she launched herself at Anais. 

Unsure why he was doing it, Tom did as she said, clutching at an 
arm. The beam instantly widened to include them, then jump cut 
back, cut them out, jerked jaggedly again, as though reluctant to 
admit them. Then, finally, it stretched and swallowed them all. 

Tom felt an unnerving sensation as his feet left the floor. Then he 
was falling through the tunnel of light and the noise was incredible, 
the soundtrack fast-forwarded, over-lapped, every scene in his head 
at once. 'Hold on" Iris yelled. 

Three small dots marked the end of the reel. And the scene 

cut. 

The beam snapped off. And they were all suddenly somewhere 
else entirely. 


Tom looked at his hands. They were grey. The coatrasr was all 
wrong. He wasn't black any more. And he flickered with grainy film 
noise and scratches and dust. He could distinctly see the outline 
around his body, as though he were a bad cut-and-paste job. He 
moved his hand, and the lighting stayed the same; there was 
something utterly terrifying in that. He felt removed from time, unable 
to interact, a still frame only. 

Iris: (With a cheeky smile) Haven't you always wanted to be in the 
movies, chuck? 

Tom: Not quite this ... literally. 
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Iris: Cheer up, love, it's only a projection. 

Tom: (Worriedly) | feel completely two-dimensional. 

Iris: Well, at least you'll have lost some weight, then. 

Tom: (Upset) Iris, this is serious! 

Iris: (Know-it-all) No, dear, it's anything but. Any alien race that 
uses old-fashioned classics as orientation buffers is bound to be a bit 
crap if you ask me. 

Tom: (A squeak) What? 

Iris: That's what this is, dear. A nice neutral environment where 
you earth people feel safe enough. | expect we're about to meet 
some aliens now. | only hope they're not too disagreeable. 

Tom looked at his surroundings. They were in the black-and-white 
bedroom from the film. They were in the picture. He could see the 
grain in the film if he looked closely. The light was harsh on all the 
objects, as though streaming in from a lighting grid above. Other than 
that it was an ordinary bedroom. 

Tom: (Tentatively) Is this a UFO, then? 

Iris: Oh, | expect so. 

Tom: (Realising) Where's Anais? 

Iris: (Sheepish) | think they must have taken her while we were ... 
out. | think we rather crashed their party. 

Tom: Bloody hell, Iris! To lose one famous literary figure — 

Iris: Finish that sentence, young man, and you're off the bus! 

Tom: (Smiling) You know you look much more frightening when 
you're angry in black and white. 

Iris harrumphed. And then a door crumpled upwards, the bottom 
creasing and bunching up, as though an invisible hand was screwing 
it up. And Tom suddenly realised that the spaceship was made of 
paper! This was a real Ed Wood paper-plate UFO! He started to 
laugh. But stopped the instant the alien walked in. 

It was tall and thin and frail; it looked almost Sickly. It was made 
entirely of perfectly folded paper, with a rough approximation of two 
legs, knees bent backward, a tiny torso where the paper had been 
pinched and tucked into abdominals. long arms that dropped past its 
knees, with serrations on the underside, and a large, stark triangular 
head. It had no features, but flickering images rushed around its body; 
the paper was covered in the moving pictures. What most disturbed 
Tom was the way it moved, jerky, staccato-like, as though in a series 
of jump cuts. It reminded him of jumping insects; one quick leap and 
it would be in front of you ready to bite your head off. Belied by the 
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fact that it didn't seem to have any teeth. Which was slightly 
reassuring, given the situation. It's an origami monster, thought Tom. 

Iris: (Striding forward with her hand out) Iris Wildthyme! 
Transtemporal adventuress extraordinaire. Righter of wrongs, 
saviour of planets and general all-round good egg. Pleased to meet 
you, chuck. (Beat). | wonder if | might have a word with you about 
some missing literary figures? After tea and cakes, of course. You do 
know about tea, don't you? 

| rissss Wi Id thy me. The voice seemed to be as jumpy as the 
creature, a though out of sync, jagged, edited, cut up. We kn ow all a 
bou t yo uuuu. 

Tom shivered as the knife-like voice ran down his spine. The 
images on the alien seemed to be congregating around the head, as 
though trying to make a face. Or perhaps convey a mood? 

Iris: (Alarmed) And just what do you think you know about me, eh? 

Every thing, hissed the voice. 

Tom was still trying to figure out what was happening on the 
creature's head. The images swirled and met, linking parts like a 
puzzle, then disengaging. 

Iris: (Hotly) Well, if that's the case, you know I'll pit my wits against 
you and stop whatever diabolical scheme you've got going! 

The alien took a slow, jagged step forward; it looked like an edit 
glitch. Iris took a step back. It jerkily unfolded its hands, and to Tom's 
amazement, they kept unfolding, the origami creases opening up, 
like a flower opening in slow motion. Then it raised what its hands 
had now become - two white flags. 

We co me in pea ce, it said. 

And that's when Tom figured out what the image made up of 
images was, that was now the creature's face. 

Tom: (Astonished and delighted) It's us. Look at its face, Iris. It's you 
and me. Iris narrowed her eyes at this clever ploy, obviously not 
taken in by such ruses. 

Pie e as e, le t me ex pi ai n, said the alien. 

Iris: Well, okay, chuck. But | hope they're not long explanations, 
because that time delay of yours is going to get very annoying, very 
soon. 


The alien had, to their surprise, moved quite quickly through the 


ship. It jump cut down corridors, and they had to race to keep up. 
Tom marvelled at the ship itself; paper was intricately folded into 
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pipes that criss-crossed on the ceiling, creased into grills and 
ventilator shafts, twisted and tucked into rigid geometric buttons and 
levers and lights. And it all writhed with moving monochrome images, 
as though someone's scribbles were travelling over the pages, trying 
to make sense of themselves. 

Tom looked down at his hands again and glumly rubbed at the film 
scratches that flickered over his fingers. 

Iris: (Unimpressed) Merely functional. No imagination these alien 
types. Now where's he got to then? 

It glitched into existence before them, and jerkily motioned to a 
door, which crumpled messily into the ceiling. 

They stepped through. Tom's mouth fell open. 

They were evidently on the bridge. It was an enormous circular 
area, filled with impressive, intricately folded paper machines, all 
blinking and winking with little lights. Every wall shimmered with 
shifting images; it was quite disconcerting in such a large space. 
Four other aliens moved slowly. Painstakingly at various machines; 
Tom watched as one of them unfurled its nubby hand, seemingly in 
stop motion, into a collection of sharp triangular Implements, and 
then plugged itself into a slot. Lights began to throb. 

In the centre of the room was an enormous screen, just like in the 
cinema, and on it was the only still image in the room - a bird's-eye 
view of Paris. It looked grey and dingy in the rain that was falling, 
myriad buildings clustering together in the cold. Tom could see the 
Eiffel Tower sticking out like a toy from the grey. It looked totally 
unreal from this height. 

Iris: (Laden with innuendo) Well, I've seen bigger. What's it all for, 
eh? Are you going to tell me your plan, then? 

But Tom suddenly noticed what was happening in a corner of the 
control room. He nudged Iris. She turned pink. 

Iris: Flippin heck! What are you doing to them, you brutes? 

Th e ey are un ha r me d, said the alien, its sibilance an eerie echo. 

In the corner, Henry and Anais were attached to a machine. They 
were typing, fast, their fingers flying over hard typewriter keys - they 
looked like they'd been grafted onto the paper console - and reams of 
paper ran from a tlckertape dispenser in the side. They stared ahead 
like worker drones, /nvolved in automatic writing. They did this, 
presumably, because of the nasty-looking paper crowns-of-thorns 
that rested on their heads, and sharply cut paper furled into their ears 
and around their eyes. A tiny trickle of blood leaked from Henry's 
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scalp. Tom watched, horrified, as it dripped onto the paper, which 
bloomed a vivid red, soaking it in greedily, and then turned white 
once more. 

It isss ne cesss ar y. 

Iris: (Glaring at the leader of the aliens) Why? 

Fo r the m to wri te us ii nto fic ti on, said the alien, matter-of-fact. 
Tom's eyes bugged. 

Iris: (Sensibly) Let's take this from the beginning, shall we? 


After some fuss, the alien had persuaded them both to put on one 
of those horrid, sharp crown-of-thorns, explaining that it would align 
them with the speed of their physiognomy, their time, and things 
would go much faster. Iris had accused him of trying to take her over 
by mind control to use them as plastic advertising before the film. 
Eventually she'd relented, after much exasperation from the origami 
alien, and some canoodling from Tom. 

He had to admit everything seemed a lot more normal with these 
funny hats on, though the dashing images on the walls whirled like a 
maelstrom and hurt his eyes. Fortunately they'd stopped proclaiming 
and orating as though they were actors with lines on a stage; he 
could practically feel the colon whenever he opened his mouth. And 
at least the alien had stopped speaking like a detuned radio, even if 
what he was saying was still quite alarming. 

'We are creaturessss of picturessss,' it hissed. 'We ssssee in them, 
we live through them, we abssssorb them. ' 

'So I ssssee,' said Iris, raising a reluctant smile from Tom. 

‘But we realissssed one day that picturessss do not change 
meaning. Once you abssssorb one, you cannot alter it. It 
sssstays fixed, sssstilled. And we were running out of 
picturessss.' 

‘That's the nature of them, lovey. Ever heard the saying, 
"Take a plcture, it'll last longer"?' 

‘But we found thissss ... dissssturbing.’ It jutted its triangular 
slab of a head forward. 'So we began to look for other 
meanssss of communication.' {paused and a glitch made it jerk 
into superimposition; then it righted itself. 'We found wordssss.' 

'Ah,' said Iris deeply. 'Now we're getting somewhere.’ 

‘A ssssingle word can have many meaningssss.' 

‘And that's where Anais and Henry come in?' asked Tom. 
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'Yes!' yelled Iris triumphantly, then frowned. 'But for what 
purpose?’ 

Asss | sssaid before, we wish to meet humanity in peacccce. 
We have disssscovered that wordssss have sssspecial 
ssssignificance on your planet. We thought to introduce 
ourssselves to your racccce within the fiction that it readsss.' 
The images on its head curved upward in approximation of a 
smile, ‘That way, when we finally appear, they will be more 
acccepting of ussss. Wr will have planted the idea of us in their 
headssss, ssssooo they will not fear ussss. We will be 
ccccelebrities to them. 

Iris leant forward conspiratorially. 'Um, chuck, | don't know if 
you noticed but Anais and Henry write about very specific human 
... acts. You might want to keep a tight eye on exactly what sort 
of interplanetary _, 

‘Coupling?’ Tom suggested. 

‘Integration,’ Iris stressed, 'they are proposing.’ 

There was a sound like a glass smashing. Tom realised the 
alien was laughing. Its paper skin shivered with mirth. 

"That issss the very reasssson we chose Anaissss and Henry. 
They are ssssubversive; they will not mention ussss by name or 
by appearance in their workssss. They will use ussss 
ssssubliminally. We will creep into their workssss as ideassss. 
We have traced their influence in hissstory and ssssee that it 
issss great. When knowledge of our race hasss achieved full 
saturation we will arrive.’ 

Iris narrowed her eyes. 'To do what, exactly? Take over?’ 

The alien was silent. The images spidered gUiltily across its 
skin. 'That's it, isn't it? A peaceful takeover, eh, chuck?’ 

'We call it cohesion,’ it said coldly. 

'We call it slavery,’ Tom replied, glaring at the ali~. 

"What do you want to do with the Earth anyway?’ asked Iris. 

'Ssssteal its wordssss.' It paused. 'We are ill. The picturessss 
in us are dying. We have to transsssfuse to the abssssorption of 
wordssss, and we need many, many wordssss.' 

‘Can't you just share them?' said Tom, rightly confused, as is 
the role of companions. 

The origami creature turned to him, and he felt disturbed to be 
its centre 
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lr attention. 'We must own and have ssssole use of the word 
for it to have ‘lily power.’ 

Iris puffed up her chest in indignation. 'So, you'll use Anais 
and Henry to suggest yourselves to humanity in their books, and 
thus change history by doing so. Then you'll pop forward, what, 
a hundred or so years in time and proclaim peace, and, having 
all the words you need, you'll destroy all of ours, perhaps even 
our knowledge of words. How are you going to do that, eh? 
Convert man back into an ape?’ 

"You have heard enough" it said in booming tones. 

‘Oh, no, | haven't. | want to know why you were intending on 
blaming me (or this perversion of history! Come on, fess up.' 

The images swirled horribly on the monster, quickly pieced 
themselves Inro an exact image of Iris's powdered face. 
‘Becausssse everyone blamessss you, Irissss Wildthyme.' 
Again the laugh like broken glass. 'We knew that thissss planet 
issss alwayssss watched, by many powerssss. We needed 
ssssorneone reliably unreliable, ssssomeone who caussssed 
trouble - a sssscapegoat. We chosssse you. You leave a trail of 
error behind you wherever you go, Irissss.' 

Iris was livid. Tom could tell by the fact that her lips were 
pursed, and her face was turning red. 'How dare you! You 
thought up this crackpot scheme yourself, did you? Well, it's 
going to fail, it is. And I'm going to stop it, lovey,’ 

'No,' said the alien, and it opened a blocky hand, paper points 
and corners folding out, whirling into sharp talons. 

"You know,’ started Iris smugly, 'there's one rather large flaw 
in your plan.’ The reaching talons paused. 

"What issss that?’ 

‘Paper .. .' said Iris, ‘cuts easily!’ 

And she launched herself across the floor, sliding crazily, until 
she was under the alien. Then she reached up and Tom saw 
that from somewhere - within her capacious cardigan pockets, 
perhaps? - she had acquired a pair of nail scissors. She began 
cutting voraciously into the creature's legs. 

It screeched, a sound like rending metal, and reaching down 
with instant talons it took firm hold of her, and then it threw her 
across the room. She fell into a bank of computer equipment, 
crumpling it. 
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Tom was quickly at her side. Paper cuts on her cheeks welled 
with blood. 

He dabbed at them with a handkerchief. 'June!' the alien 
hissed angrily. 

And suddenly a hand took his neck and he couldn't move; it 
had him in an expert grip. He could just see from the corner of 
his eye the tall foreboding figure of June. Her hair was straggled 
and unkempt, her eyes brimming with drunken foreign control. 
Iris complained vociferously in her other hand. 

There was a sinister clickkety-clackkety noise. 

Tom turned and saw that the alien held a wooden cross with 
strings falling from it to a segmented puppet on the ground. The 
puppet was fierce-faced, as angular and gaunt as a 
somnambulist. A black suit had been painted onto its wooden 
body, and the dark slash of a tie. 


Behind him, June's feet began to tap. The marionette danced and 
lune performed, her eyes wide and unseeing; she was puppet- 
played. 

Clickkety-clack, clickkety-clack 

‘Put them in the film cccell,' hissed the monster. 'Make sssure they 
will never leave. 

‘What are you going to do to us?’ yelled Iris, struggling impotently. 

'We are presssserving you in ccccelluloid, Irissss. You will be a 
cccelebrity. Forever.’ 

He let go of the marionette and it danced jauntily of its own volition 
towards the door. June followed, gripping them tightly. There was no 
escape, 

June marched them purposefully down the grainy, image-flecked 
corridors. Her feet moved in time with the puppet's that danced by 
her side. 

‘Let go of me, you leggy tart!’ yelled Iris, struggling. 

Tom found he couldn't move much at all; she'd pinched a nerve 
and he was as slack as a doll. Occasionally June kicked at his feet to 
get him walking again. 

Iris changed tack. 'Look, love, be reasonable. We'll go quietly. 
What can we do now? You've got us all wrapped up in an escape- 
proof spaceship, and our plans to stop you have been foiled. What 
say you let us go, then. My companion'll be on his best behaviour. ' 

Tom wide-eyed her. 
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June said nothing, her face as blank as a new card. She stepped 
them authoritatively forward. 

‘Well, don't just go limp there, Tom, my boy! Say something! Iris 
looked at him pointedlv. 

'What?' he asked. Then he saw her struggles were to hide the fact 
that she was searching up her rolled cardy sleeve for something. She 
wanted a distraction. 

'Ah,' started Tom. 'You know ... you know | never did let you kiss 
me, did |?' Iris raised an eyebrow. ‘Assuming that was you in that 
body at the time, and not some ... ah, paper alien influence.’ 

'Ha! cried Iris. 

June tightened her grip on the woman. Tom quicklv tried to grab 
her attention. 'June!' he shouted. She jerked, her head turned slightly 
toward him, eyes still unseeing, unsettling. 

There was the chunky click of a Cigarette lighter igniting. Iris held it 
up to June's hand on the back of her neck. 

There was a slight pause, where Tom thought she might be so 
controlled she wasn't going to feel anything, before June gave a high 
squeal and instantly released her grip on them both. Tom fell to the 
floor, his legs like jelly. Iris went for the puppet, and stamped out its 
dance. Whirling around she caught June before she imitated its fall. 
Oh, she could catch her, thought Tom, and then reprimanded himself 
for being so selfish at a time like this. 

Iris shook June, a bit too roughly. She slapped her cheeks a 
couple of times until a deeper grey returned to them. June was 
coming slowly to a vague awareness. Tom saw that the puppet 
struggled under Iris's brogue. 

‘Look into my eyes,' said Iris in a mesmeric tone. 'I am your 
mistress, and you will obey me.’ She stressed the final three words. 
Tom found his eyes getting heavier, and a voice, an influence crept 
into his skull. 

Suddenly he found himself on his feet. 'Snap out of it, dear boy! 
Iris was clicking her fingers centimetres from his face. ‘What 
happened?’ he asked blearily. 

‘June has kindly decided to change sides and work for the good 
guys.’ 

‘You did something to her, didn't you?' The tall woman leaned 
groggily against the paper wall, indenting it, and still seemed glazed, 
but she was at least noting their conversation. He noticed the puppet 
lying broken at her feet. 
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‘Look, chuck, | may have just saved the day, so don't you go 
questioning me again.' She puffed out her chest. 'And she's told us 
where we can find my diaries.’ 

‘And what about thwarting these aliens’ plans for perverting history, 
eh?’ 

‘Priorities, dear boy! Besides, history can look after itself for a few 
minutes.’ 

‘But how do you plan on defeating them, Iris?’ 

Her shoulders slumped in having to give out more tiresome 
explanations. 'Look, do you really want the convoluted technobabble 
version?’ 

‘Do you really know it?' he asked, becoming irritated with her 
prevarication. 

‘The cheek!’ she shrilled. 'One day, young man, we are going to 
have to have a long talk about the role of a companion. Until then, | 
am the only one who knows how to stop this insidious threat to 
mankind and get us out of here.’ She peered intently at him. 'Unless 
you're not telling me something?’ 

‘Okay. Okay.’ She could get so tetchy when her abilities were 
questioned. 'So, what do we do now?’ 

She smiled approvingly, "There, see, you're getting the hang of it 
already.’ She paused. 'We, my dear boy, are going to do something 
that | am particularly good at.’ 

He sighed at having to ask. 'And what is that?’ 

Iris handed him her small pair of nail scissors, and flicked the flame 
on her lighter. She touched June on the shoulder, and they began to 
move. ‘Improvise!’ she replied and she beamed. 

June led them to another unremarkable door in a scratched and 
grainy corridor. Iris had quickly snatched her scissors from Tom and 
began to cut into the locked door. The images swirled around the 
steel, trying to repair the rips and tears in her handiwork. 

‘We'll see about that,’ she said. And teased the flame out. 

‘Iris! Stop! Tom stayed her hand. 'This is a paper spaceship.’ 

‘Course it is, lovey, that's why I'm doing this.’ 

‘But you'll burn us all up,’ he exclaimed. 

Iris rolled her eyes, and simply held the flame to the buzzing 
images. They instantly began to melt, the tiny flame catching and 
spreading outward like a stain, consuming. The images scattered like 
ants. Tom expected the door to go up in a conflagration any second. 
But it fizzled out as it reached halfway up the door. Iris began to cut 
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into this weaker surface. 'You don't think J paperspace ship could go 
zooming about in the super-heated atmospheres of space Without 
some kind of protection, do you? Dear me, one day, young man, we 
are going to have to...' She stopped herself and frowned absently. 

Then she pushed through the door, it breaking around her like soft 
tissue. 

Tom and June followed. 

Iris gasped. 

They found themselves in a long room, as big as a train platform. 
There were hundreds and hundreds of square paper plinths. Each 
one cupped an object. Tom was well enough acquainted with Iris to 
know that every single object had to belong to her. There were 
handbags, jewels, dresses, shoes, towels, standard lamps, ghastly 
vases, doilies, cushions, an eggcup, a braid of hair, many empty 
bottles, a video camera, a collection of pills, headdresses; an endless 
collection of things, all previously owned by one Iris Wildthyme. 

‘The fiends!’ she blurted. And then she burst into tears. 

Tom put an arm around her shoulder. June looked blankly at her. 
Through her tears she snuffled, "They've snatched all the things I've 
ever left behind so they can drop something on any planet they wish 
to conquer, and when the powers that be find this evidence they'll 
simply blame me! The brutes! No wonder | always get a bad 
reception wherever | go! I've been scapegoated through the ages.’ 

Tom hugged her. 'It's all right, Iris. We'll get them, we'll stop them. 
I'm sure no one could ruin your reputation.’ He quickly shut up, 
wondering if he'd just made a faux pas. 

Iris broke out of the cuddle, wiping her tears away with the edge of 
her cardigan. 'You know, Tom, | think you're the nicest companion 
I've ever had.' He gulped. The moment got a bit strange. Iris frowned 
back into steadfastness. ‘Right. Let's find my diaries and then...’ She 
gave a naughty smile. 

Tom couldn't help but reciprocate. 'Yes?' 

‘Then | have a few choice words to give these aliens, myself!" 

lris's idea of improvisation had not been Tom's. She'd been all for 
charging onto the bridge and challenging them with a display of noise 
and bluster, allowing for Tom to snatch Anais and Henry from under 
their very noses. 

Tom had suggested that might work for perhaps two minutes 
before they'd either a) imprison her again, properly or b) whirl out 
their vicious claws and paper cut her to death, which was more likely. 
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'So there is something you haven't been telling me,’ Iris had said, 
eyes narrowed. 

And he'd told her his plan. And she hadn't laughed. And, so far, 
they'd got away with it. 

June was currently occupying the lead origami monster with her 
report on the captives and any other rubbish she could mislead it 
with. She was still 'programmed' as Iris had told him, and she hoped 
it would hold. Because if not, they would be screwed. 

Tom had managed to free Anais and Henry from their automatic 
typing machine. He'd simply held the lighter flame to the paper 
crowns-of-thorns and they'd withered into blackened husks (they still 
wore their own as nothing untoward had happened to them). The 
writers were flabbergasted at their surroundings but Iris had 
managed to mollify them with explanations about ‘perceptual 
amplification’ and other improbable technobabble. They were hidden 
relatively well from view behind a bank of equipment, and when Iris 
had realised what the machine was for, she had begun to cut into its 
workings, and was now tinkering gingerly with the convoluted, twisted 
paper wiring inside. 

‘Do you know what you're doing?’ whispered Tom. 

‘Of course | do,' she replied. 'I just need to wire the right picture 
with the right word. Aha! Got it!’ There was no discernible change in 
anything. But Iris smiled. 'Now, let's get out of here.’ She snatched up 
the Gladstone bag full of her diaries. 

At that moment there was a terrible scream. They all prairie- 
dogged out of their hiding place. 

June was staring up at the towering paper form of the origami 
monster and screaming her lungs out. 

‘Oh, dear, conditioning has worn off,’ said Iris ruefully. 

‘June!’ yelled Henry. 

‘Oh, thank you very much"! Iris glared at him. Then she leapt over 
to the monster. 

‘Your puppet has been desssstroyed!' it hissed at June. Its blocky 
hands began to fold outward into sharp claws. Then it saw Iris. 'You!' 
It moved toward her, threateningly. 

‘Hold it!’ Iris whipped out her cigarette lighter, flipped the top, and 
grandly ignited the flame. The creature baulked. 'Ha! Thought that'd 
stop you. You should have searched us more thoroughly, chuck. And 
your security system is rotten. No alarms whatsoever. How on Earth, 
ah ... you thought to conquer the Earth, | don't know.’ She paused, 
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sheepish. 'Well, actually | do know that you're not going to conquer 
the Earth, because we're going to stop you, lovey!’ 

‘How do you plan to do that?' the origami monster asked. 

‘Just you wait and see!" And she grabbed June, who was gibbering 
with fright, and backed off to where the others were being stalked by 
the other creatures. Tom held out the pathetically small scissors. Iris 
brandished her tiny flame. The aliens jerked ever closer, their whole 
bodies unfolding like pop-up books, gaining greater paper mass, 
building layers onto themselves, making tight, creased, sharp edges - 
turning into lethal killing machines. 

They'd backed themselves into a corner. ‘You will never 
esssscape,' said the alien. 

'Watch us,' said Iris. She threw the lighter at him. The flame 
caught, and the alien hissed in alarm, its voice a glissando. The 
others looked to it for guidance. Which gave them all plenty of time 
to rip through the weakened wall that Henry had cut through and 
out into the corridor. 'Ha!' Iris cried ‘Scissors cut paper! 

'What now?’ asked Anais gently; she seemed remarkably 
unscathed by events. 

‘Run!' yelled Iris, and she hared off down the corridor. Tom 
quickly decided it would be best to follow her. 


She'd somehow managed to find the orientation room amidst 
all the sameness of the cinematic corridors. She made sure they 
were all through and then closed and locked the door by twisting 
the paper into a rough lock. She shoved the Gladstone into Tom's 
arms. 

‘Is this the way out?’ asked Henry gruffly. 

‘Yes, why here?’ Tom frowned at the black-and-white bedroom. 
‘Questions later,’ Iris snapped. 'When we're not dead.' She 
clapped her hands together. ‘Right. This is the tricky part. 
Because pictures and film are so much a part of this race, they 
were able to capture us by placing us in a perceptual film 
environment. This will have left traces of our images here. What 
we need to do, chums, is to break this image cycle to get back." 
She rushed on before anyone could ask the obvious question. 
‘This is the bit where we really get to show our acting talents. We 
need to perform the scene before our film counterparts do to 
break the loop, and we'll be shunted out of the ship, back to 
lovely coloured reality!’ 
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They all looked at her, dazed. 'Iris?' asked Tom. 

‘No time! Just follow my lead. Here they come!’ 

Tom looked at where she was pointing. A couple had jump cut 
into existence on the bed. But it was ... oh, my God, thought Tom. 

‘Come on, lovey.’ Iris pulled him down onto the bed. Their 
mirror image glitched and flickered through them. The film Iris lay 
back on the bed, the film Tom stretching himself across her. 
‘Quickly, get on top of me,’ said Iris. 'Do what he's doing!’ she 
shrieked as Tom stared open-mouthed. 

There was a thump at the door. 

‘Hurry up!’ 

Tom glanced at his counterpart. He was reaching for pearls 
that had appeared around Iris's neck. He shook his head clear 
and imitated the action before his film self did. Then he ... oh, no 
... his film self was leaning down to the film Iris with something in 
his eyes that looked very like lust. He was going to give her a 
kiss. 'lris,!..." he started. 

‘Oh, come on,' she cajoled him. 

The door split as weight was applied to it. 

He kissed her just as his film self did. He hoped he'd got in just 
before time. 

Their paper crowns-of-thoms shriveled into flame. 

Then. 

There was a sudden blinding flash, and they were travelling 
along a beam of light with a falling sensation. Alarming shapes 
swirled amid the beam. then he realised the beam was blue, and 
he could see in colour! And with a rough edit they were thrown 
back into the tattered red leather seats of the cinema. 


Fortunately Henry, June and Anais, after seeing Tom and Iris 
disappear, and with aliens about to burst into the room, quickly 
followed the demonstration. Tom was glad he hadn't been there to 
see how eagerly they had ‘performed’. 

Iris had gathered them all together and they were now clustered in 
the small projection room up the back of the cinema, where she 
played with various buttons on the machine; they did not look as 
though they belonged there but had been grafted on; delicate origami 
buttons. When Tom had questioned why they were here, and not 
racing back to the bus, she'd replied, 'I can't lumber Earth with a load 
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of desperate aliens. | wasn't tinkering on their bridge for nothing, you 
know. Watch and learn, young man.’ 

Iris had never seemed so technologically au fait before, he'd 
mused, but had decided to leave the questions for later. Tom was 
just happy to be back in colour, his hands their natural brown, his 
jumper brilliant mint green, Anais's skin refreshingly pink; everything 
seemed bright and new and wonderful. 

The projector beam flashed on. It shone a straight tunnel to the 
screen. ‘Ooh, no. Not yet.' Iris worried at the controls. 'Quick! What's 
a nice word for delusional?’ she asked. 

'A fancy,’ said Anais, and she looked at Henry and June. 

‘Hmm. Yes it'll have to do.' Iris pressed some more buttons. ‘There 
we go.' Outside in the cinema, the beam flared, widening into a cone 
of light at the screen. A picture began to form over Les Vies d'une 
Femme Imprudente. A shape blurred into definition in the centre of 
the screen. It was an origami alien. For a moment it was outlined and 
distinct, and it reached out from the picture, its paper claws cutting 
through the film and the screen out into the real world of the cinema. 
June squeaked. 

‘Oh, no you don't, chuck,’ said Iris and with gleeful finality pushed a 
button. 

The soundtrack screeched into white noise, the picture stretched 
into superimposition, the blue tunnel of light wavered alarmingly, 
arcing off the screen. 

The alien roared a distant noise of cutting knives. The screen 
cracked down the middle. 

Pause. 

Then. 

Everything shut off. All was quiet. 


Iris turned to them, smiling. 'Well, that's that, then.’ 

‘What did you do?’ Tom asked in long-suffering reply. 

‘| perverted the neutrality of the cinematic flow. They wanted to be 
celebrities. I've just made them famous.’ She paused thoughtfully. 
‘The new plot developments might actually improve the film.’ 

Anais's eyes widened in disbelief. "They are trapped in there?’ 

June came forward, finally able to speak. 'You have put these 
things in my film?' she drawled. 

‘Oh, don't worry,’ Iris waved their alarm away. 'They don't get a 
billing, only a small cameo. You won't be upstaged. And it's only this 
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print, which we'll be taking with us.’ She sighed. 'Pity. For a rush edit, 
| think my first feature was quite imaginative - sex and science fiction 
could very well be the new genre.’ 

No one replied. 


From the journals of Ms Iris Wildthyme 


Hello there! Oh, it is so good to have you back, my lovely, tatty, 
rather oddly perfumed journal! | love it how the ink gets sucked up by 
the vellum. And at least you're not going to fold into some, frankly 
ridiculous, origami space creature. 

Well, another adventure ends, dears. Everything turned right 
again, so that we can all open our newspapers each morning without 
fearing whether or not we'll be able to read them. Just think of the 
cryptic crossword! 

Tom's still asleep, bless him. He spent last night with his 
handsome friend. 

They went to the street carnival together. His boy's ‘costume’, if 
you could call it that, made an impression. He went as a devil, only 
horns and nothing else, painted red all over! All those coloured naked 
bodies dancing in the street. The bongo drums and the violins and 
the circus animals and the antics! Someone once said that Paris was 
the one city in the universe where you can relax entirely. Now who 
was that? 

I'm putting off my conversation with him. | don't know how to 
approach it. He was a great help in this adventure, and that plan of 
his worked quite well. | know he has been thinking of leaving me. 
And that boy is very handsome. Ah, l’amour. | remember the days 
when I was courted by all the boys, and lavished with attention. Dear 
Henry is still after me. | think my dashing rescue impressed him no 
end! | might convince him to put a little bit of me in his novel. 
Disguised, of course. And | had a quiet word with Anais about the 
whole alien malarkey and she agreed with me that she'd look a 
complete ninny if she let it influence her. 

| just realised. | saved the time lines. I’ve done something right. 
And at least now | won't turn up to hostile armies when they see the 
bus. I'm no scapegoat anymore - oh, no, loveys. 
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Right. It's time to wake Tom. See if he wants to stay on the bus. | 
could tempt him with some delirious planet of pleasure and fun 
somewhere, 

‘Strange, I'm just not sure what that boy wants these days. Still, I'm 
itching for the off, been here far too long. | want to get back behind 
the lovely familiar, futuristic wheel of my big red bus. Chuck in a 
cassette and drive off, chuntering down the time lines. Off on another 
adventure. Off into the great unknown, swirling, giddy vortex. 
Somewhere else. 

Somewhere with lots of local colour. 
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Came to Believe 


Craig Hinton 


| can vividly remember the first time | clapped eyes on Iris 
Wildthyme. Three am precisely. Then again, she isn’t someone 
you forget easily, drunk or sober. 

I'd been sitting in the sumptuous luxury of the communal 
room for two barely endurable hours at this point, smoking 
myself hoarse, drinking expensive water like it was going out of 
fashion - | couldn't figure out the coffee maker - whilst surfing 
the three-hundred-plus channels on the widescreen TV for 
something interesting to watch. Unfortunately, unless | liked 
unintelligible Japanese cartoons populated by people with 
alarmingly large eyes, or a relentless diet of indistinguishable 
boy bands miming indistinguishable songs, | was out of luck. 

The communal room wasn't particularly communal in the wee 
small hours, sumptuous or not. All of the other residents must 
have been safely tucked up in their little beds, dreaming 
Librium dreams under the anodyne blue duvets. But | was the 
new boy here, and Lady L and her little green and white tablets 
weren't going to win the battle on the sleeping front any time 
soon. | shakily got to my feet and looked out of the window, but 
all | could see was my reflection. It was reassuring to discover 
that | looked as bad as | felt. 

My first night here, and my first night sober in years: I'd 
arrived this morning, pushed out of the taxi in a scotch-stained 
fog, and shoved into the waiting arms of the nurses, with their 
starched white uniforms and starched white expressions. One 
brief medical later (starched white face, both me and them), 
and | was shown to my room - no sharp corners, just a bed, a 
sink and a wardrobe - and allowed to sleep off the previous 
night's binge. Ami the morning's, come to that. They had had to 
prise the bottle out of my hands, | seem to remember. Pity - it 
was a decent Islay. 

Checking into the Mercy Clinic wasn't my idea. I'd spent the 
entirety of my adult life watching the world through the bottom of 
some glass or another, I'd even managed to build a career 
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despite it, if not because of it: Barry Canley's byline guaranteed 
a pithy, if not bitchy, nugget of tabloid journalism, venom 
wrapped in bile and always hitting the spot with as much 
collateral damage as possible. 

Over the last twenty years, scandal after scandal - other 
people's, | should add, not mine - had bounced me from one red 
top to another, my salary bouncing along with it, and | quickly 
developed a lifestyle to match. But all good things must come to 
an end. And, as with most things in my life, it crashed and 
burned spectacularly. 

Alcoholism is a chronic, progressive, terminal disease. That's 
what 'they' like to tell you, chiming out the words like a litany. 
Doesn't stop, gets worse, then kills you. I've read all of the 
leaflets, been to all of the meetings in those dingy little rooms 
full of dingy little people. | know more about the condition of 
alcoholism than any sane person has any right to. But it still 
hasn't stopped me. 

I've known for years that it was killing me. I've put up with the 
regular morning vomit, the shakes, the indefinable aches and 
pains and malaises that would give the most ardent 
hypochondriac a field day. But all of that was business as usual 
as far as | was concerned. You just get used to it, and keep a 
bucket handy. | had a lifestyle to support, and | wasn't going to 
let alcoholism get in the way. 

In my industry, the long lunch is legendary, the longer lunch 
even more so. 

I've lost count of the number of times I've crawled back into 
the office and had to be hidden under my production editor's 
desk until I'd slept it off and was ready to re-enter the fray. She 
eventually put a pillow down there: quite the home from home. | 
thought | was safe. | thought | could handle it. | knew | could 
handle it. 

Which is why what happened came as such a shock to me. 
They say that | listened mutely as my publisher, flanked by that 
screaming harpy of a human resources manager, ticked off my 
options one by one, like hanging judges pronouncing sentence. 
| think | was too stunned to reply, and it wouldn't have done me 
much good even if | could have protesjed: their group mind was 
made up. Like an embarrassing relative, or the deformed child 
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you keep in the attic and feed on fish heads, | was to be sent 
away from prying eyes. 

Sent here. The Mercy Clinic. Three am in the beautifully 
appointed communal room. With Iris. 

‘Is this seat taken?’ Barging in like a force of nature in a 
leopard-skin set of pyjamas and a pair of orange fluffy slippers, 
she plonked herself down into the caramel leather chair next to 
me. ‘It's nice here, isn't it? Proper little home from home: 

| gave a non-committal grunt. In my current state of mind, | 
wasn't really In the mood for a long drawn-out conversation. | 
hadn't bargained on Iris. 'They like their magnolia here, don't 
they?' She gestured at the walls, a glittering charm bracelet 
rattling like a cutlery drawer. Then a kindly grin and a flash of a 
gold tooth. 'Can't stand it, myself: 

| vaguely remembered some article I'd once written about the 
psychology of interior decorating. Sunday supplement puff, but it 
had paid for my conservatory at home. 'Magnolia's supposed to 
be calming. They use it in prisons, loony bins ... and places like 
this. 

‘Oh, my, I'd have expected something a bit classier than 
magnolia. It's all a bit ... well, a bit common, isn't it?’ 

| couldn't help laughing. Here she was, a woman in her fifties 
dressed like she'd just come off the nearest council estate, 
telling me that the Mercy Clinic looked common. The place cost 
three grand a week, for Christ's sake! 

‘| bet they don't call it magnolia on the tin,’ she continued. The 
accent was difficult to place, but seemed to hover somewhere 
over the north of England. 'Sunset Blush or Lemon Surprise, I'd 
wager. And | bet they don't sell it down B&Q' She laughed - the 
throaty laugh that sixty a day will mercilessly grant you _ and 
eased herself to her feet. Not without difficulty, | must add: the 
soft leather armchairs had been designed to keep hold of you. A 
bit like alcohol, 

| suppose. 

‘Fancy a brew?' She tottered over to the lavishly appointed 
‘refreshments 

station’, eyeing up the burnished steel of the coffee maker 
with a look of both suspicion and confusion. ‘Does this thing 
have an on switch?’ 


Page 141 of 243 


Wildthyme on Top 


| couldn't help but be drawn to this woman. Especially since 
she was the liveliest person around, and that wasn't just thanks 
to the time of day. Between the robotic nurses (they might have 
looked human, but | bet hearts of pure silicon beat beneath 
those crisp white uniforms) and the blissed-out patients. the 
place was a veritable Stepford suburb, if my vague memories of 
the morning were to be trusted. 

‘Allow me: | joined her at the slate tabletop. Seconds later | 
was in the same predicament as she was. | had recognised the 
coffee maker as one of those ludicrously expensive ones, which 
sacrificed functionality for style, and had immediately vowed to 
keep away from it. Hardly designed for sobering piss heads, 
fiddling around with fingers like pig's tits. 

"This?' she ventured, pointing with a gold-painted fingernail at 
a small silver knob. ‘Or this?’ She set her jaw. 'Oh, well - nothing 
ventured, nothing gained: And pressed. A reassuring gurgle 
started from somewhere inside. 

As the coffee brewed, | discovered that she was called Iris, 
Iris Wildthyme, and was another new addition to our happy 
band. She'd pitched up the day before, so hopefully she was 
somewhat more au fait with the goings-on at the Mercy Clinic 
than | was. 

‘Bit grand, this. More like a hotel than a drying out clinic!’ she 
said, pouring us two cups with remarkably stable hands. | tried 
to take my cup from her, but | was shaking too much to hold it. 
‘Let me put it down here, lovey. You can have it when you feel a 
bit more together: She extracted J silver cigarette case from her 
handbag and offered me one - a menthol More - which | 
gratefully accepted. 

‘Sorry, The shakes are really starting to kick in: I'd been 
warned about this, but nothing can prepare you for the true 
horror of alcohol withdrawal, Simply because nothing in life ever 
prepares you for being an alcoholic, Alcoholics are other people. 
They're not us. 

I'd always looked down on alkies - alkies were the sad, 
shambling wrecks sitting on park benches with their economy 
sized bottles of ‘Extra Strong’ this and 'White Lightning’ that. I'd 
despised their weakness, their complete failure as human 
beings. At least they could be drinking something decent. 
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To my mind, they'd brought all of it upon themselves - they 
had some weakness, some flaw, that took them out of the 
human race and deposited them in the gutter. | was far above 
them: | drank proper drinks, | drank in restaurants, | drank with 
titled people, lords and ladies and sirs and earls, not tramps! 

I wonder how many of them, supping away on their benches 
without a care in the world, had made the wife of a Cabinet 
Minister cry after asking about the firmness of her tits and 
whether she took it up the dirtbox? I'd just had a bit further to 
fall, that's all. A slightly more glorious descent. But the final 
resting place is the same. 

The way | felt now, and knowing that just a few mouthfuls of 
whatever they were having would calm the churning in my 
stomach, still the shakes and clear my head, I'd have drunk 
anything, sold anything, done anything. I'd be on that bench, 
swapping tramp stories, doing tramp things, just the same as 
them. | was the same as them. Except that | was in a drying out 
clinic, watched every second of the day and stuck here for two 
weeks until the fuss died down. 

Having a drink now wasn't an option. The Stepford nurses 
had made sure of that, searching every item of luggage and 
every orifice for contraband. Even my mouthwash had been 
confiscated with a starched white smile. And despite looking like 
a five-star hotel, the Mercy Clinic didn't stretch to minibars in the 
rooms. 

‘Never mind. You'll get your tablets in the morning: Iris gave a 
sympathetic smile. ‘They'll settle you down a bit: 

| made another attempt at my coffee, but my shaking hands 
threatened to cappuccino it so | left it well alone. 'Nearly six 
hours away. You'd think that somewhere like this would have 
them on tap.’ 

She laughed. 'If they did, there'd be no point in coming here in 
the first place, would there?’ She gazed into her coffee cup. 
‘Just swapping one thing for another. Never a good thing in my 
opinion. Personally, | can't stand the little buggers. Make me 
dopey, | told them, | did. No, no tablets. Took them a while to 
get the message, but they did.’ 

This woman was either very, very stupid or very, very brave, It 
was only the thought of those little green and white pills which 
was keeping me going till the morning, and she was going the 
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full cold turkey. | steadied my hands enough to pick up the 
coffee cup, holding it tightly to prevent it spilling, and ficntly 
sipped. It was good. But not good enough, Tonight, nothing 
would be Hood enough. 

You see, I've been here before. Five years ago. Not the 
Mercy Clinic, of course - my salary hasn't ever stretched to this 
sort of luxury, not now and not then. But a homely little shack in 
the grounds of an abandoned psychiatric hospital. My 
colleagues all thought I'd gone walking in the Lake District. 
Some chance. All the walking | ever did was to the off-licence 
and back. Two weeks of clearing my system out, just so | could 
start all over again. | thought it was that simple. Like changing 
the oil in a car, or emptying the bins. 

| knew nothing. 

But | do know the routine, And, whether the walls are 
magnolia or Sunset Blush, it's exactly the same. A day of 
meaningful activities, interspersed with food and meds. And, for 
the lucky ones, a good night's sleep at the end of it. All but the 
meds - the Librium - are all that keep most people going during 
those first few days. Not so much a chemical cosh as a 
chemical comfort blanket, but enough to take the edge off the 
sheer, dizzying terror of it all. 

‘Coffee's not bad here, is it?’ Iris announced, getting up and 
pouring herself another. 'And a nice big TV. They know how to 
look after you, don't they? The food's good as well. | hear it's a 
big greasy fry-up on Saturdays!’ 

The f-word. Without a sound | pulled myself out of my chair as 
fast as my complaining body would allow and made a swift exit. 
As the door closed behind me, | heard Iris's throaty laugh. 
‘Amateurs. Hah.’ And then all | could hear were infinitely less 
pleasant sounds for the next ten minutes. 

Four am. One of the nurses on night-time surveillance must 
have heard me, because she was waiting outside the bathroom 
- marble, gold taps and soft toilet paper - with a small plastic cup 
full of water and a palmful of tablets. She carefully led me back 
to the communal room like a little lost child. which, at that point, 
was an apt description. Iris was still sitting there in her chair, 
reading some trashy paperback. 

‘Feeling a bit better now?' she asked as | downed the tablets - 
some precious Librium (maybe not on tap, but certainly a little 
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freer than I'd thought) and something for my stomach - and 
waited for the comfort blanket to kick in. 

'Much,' | replied. 'But if we can keep off the subject of food? 
Please?’ 

"Your wish is my command, good sir: She rattled her charm 
bracelet. Most people had dogs, or top hats, or little golden 
boxes with old fivers folded up. Iris seemed to have frog people, 
robots and a Routemaster bus on hers. | blamed it on the 
Librium and gave her a weak nod. 

My stomach was understandably calmer now it was empty 
and the tablet was taking effect, but there's another emptiness 
that you get inside there, one that gnaws away at you. Someone 
once described it as a cancer of the soul, eating away all the good 
bits until you're nothing but hunger. You can ignore all the other by- 
products of withdrawal; work your way through them. But that 
emptiness? That's there for life. 

‘What brings you here?’ | asked lamely. Wasn't it bloody obvious? 
But it's the most asked question in these places after 'When's meds?" 
and 'When' food?', so | think | was excused. Especially since the 
edges of my brain were already going nicely fluffy. 

‘Oh, you know. The usual.’ Then she paused, and stared out of the 
window into the pre-dawn, The distant lights of the shops and houses 
were beginning to come on, a new day starting, And | hadn't even 
slept yet. 'Like you, this isn't my first time in one of these medieval 
torture chambers. But it's the price we pay for the good life, | 
suppose.’ 

'How ... how did you know?’ | was sure | hadn't told her. Was it that 
obvious? 

‘Oh, | can tell the old soaks, lovey, Even the young ones like you. 
Reaching the point where you can't live with it and can't live without 
it. Am I right?’ 

My eyelids felt heavy. 'I suppose so,' | muttered. ‘Just hoping that 
there's a third option: 

Iris laid a warm hand on mine. 'Maybe, maybe not. Let's have that 
conversation over breakfast, shall we?’ 

The comfort blanket was all around me now. And it was as if Iris 
was tucking me in, | smiled. 


| was in bed, although | had no idea how I'd got there. Somehow | 
doubted that any of the nurses could have managed my fourteen- 
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stone bulk, unless they had some heavy-duty ones hidden away for 
just that purpose, 

A soft voice not dissimilar to Joanna Lumley was purring over the 
PA system. 'Last call for meds, last call for meds.' | clambered out of 
bed, remembering to take it gently. My legs were like Bambi's at the 
moment - a combination of the Librium and withdrawal - so | gingerly 
reached for my dressing gown and pulled it round me. A shower 
could wait: five minutes later you were sweating like a pig anyway, as 
the soaked bedding could testify. 

Iris was already in the dining room as | passed, She gave me a 
little wave and pointed at the vacant chair opposite her, | smiled, 
nodded and carried on down the corridor to the meds room. A small 
number of my fellow inmates were still queuing; all dressed in white 
toweling like barely animated tampons. And all with a glazed look on 
their faces, which somehow worried me. Was that what | was going 
to end up like? A zombie, cursed to spend the rest of eternity in a 
fluffy bathrobe smirking like Anthea Turner? 

Still, one of the most emancipating things about these clinics is that 
you're encouraged to abandon all responsibility. You do what you're 
told, when you're told, up to and including being led around by the 
hand by one of the interchangeable nurses. So | cast my concerns to 
one side and waited in line until | was next, shuffling into the meds 
room like a good little tampon. 

In the last place, it had been like an ancient apothecary's, with old 
wooden drugs cabinets and old wooden doctors. This place was 
more like Sickbay on the starship Enterprise: all white tiling, 
electronic gadgets and antiseptic Illumination. And a nurse straight 
off the catwalk offering bigger doses of meds and bigger doses of 
humanity than her colleagues. Obviously the deluxe model. 

'How are you feeling this morning, Barry? A little better? The first 
night's always the worst,’ she said sympathetically, as she handed 
me a little plastic cup of water and her precious treasure, which | 
gratefully gulped down. 'Now, see if you can have some breakfast.’ 

| dutifully waddled off. Time to begin Life Without Drink. | could just 
see the trailer: 'He was a man, on the edge: Edge of throwing up, 
crying, running away ... you name it. | wandered into the, dining room 
and picked up some toast and a cup of coffee without much 
enthusiasm. 
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Iris had clearly had no problem with breakfast. An emptied cereal 
bowl sat next to a plate of toast that she was methodically buttering, 
jamming and eating. 

'Go on - it'll do you good,' she said, as | gingerly eyed a slice of 
toast. ‘Although | can't wait for the fry-up on Saturday.’ She rubbed 
her hands together. 'I hope there's a fried slice!’ 

My stomach did a mild flip-flop, but | ignored it as | lightly smeared 
the roast with butter and nibbled on the crust. 'Hopefully I'll be able to 
face it by then: | looked at the marmalade, but decided that it would 
be a surfeit of riches that | might come to regret. 

Iris grinned. 'Of course you will. A little suffering is good for the 
soul: She cast a critical eye over the dining room, diners and room 
both. 'They also say that a little pampering is good for the soul as 
well. Dreary lot. Dreary place. When | get out of here, I'm going to 
book myself into Bertram's for a week. Ever been there? Just off 
Oxford Street. No, don't suppose you have. Must have closed before 
you were a twinkle in your... Anyway, enough of that. Did you sleep 
well? You were out for the count when that hunk of a male nurse 
carried you off to the land of nod.’ 

Well, that explained that, then. 'I must have done. Don't remember 
a thing: 

| glanced around. The dining room was hardly dreary: as four star 
as the rest of the place, with little tables, proper linen and a central 
serving area, but also Virtually empty. You were meant to eat early 
and then have your meds, not the other way around. But they 
obviously made an exception for sorry newcomers in the first throes 
of withdrawal. 

‘So, what delights await us today, | wonder?’ Iris pulled out a leaflet 
from her handbag and scanned the contents. | noticed that she was 
wearing yet another leopard-skin ensemble - a jumpsuit rather than 
pyjamas this time. She'd obviously had some time to see to her 
make-up before breakfast: she was never going to win any beauty 
contests, but with a touch of the maquillage she looked quite 
presentable. 

‘Ooh - there's a pottery workshop at 9.30am: She looked at her 
nails. 

‘Don't think l'Il take the risk. Not with these hands. What about you, 
lovey7 Fancy a throw?’ 

'Throw' was a word | was trying not to think about at that precise 
moment. 
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| shook my head and carried on chewing. 

‘Or there's matchstick modeling. No. Haven't got the patience for 
that. And besides - what's the point? Making the Taj Mahal out of 
little wooden sticks. | ask you. They say a thing of beauty is a joy 
forever, but to me it's nothing more than a pile of matches.’ She 
reached into her bag. 'And there's only one use for them.’ 

Without warning, Joanna Lumley piped up again from the PA. 
‘Residents are reminded that smoking is only allowed in the grounds 
and the communal rooms.’ 

Iris snatched her hand out of her bag as if burnt. 'Well, that told 
me. Eyes everywhere in this place. They caught me having a crafty 
fag in the loo yesterday. No privacy at all. Anyway, we're at a loose 
end, and for the first couple of days, nothing's compulsory.’ 

| vaguely remembered that from my ‘induction’ with the Stepford 
nurses. Until the withdrawal symptoms had abated, we weren't 
expected to do anything. The flip side of that was that when they did 
abate, we became fully paid-up members of the Mercy Clinic zombie 
club. 

‘So how about a walk in the grounds? We can have a nice chat 
and really get to know one another.’ 

| wasn't one hundred per cent sure. | was still a bit wobbly, and 
part of detox and rehab was learning how to operate in groups. But 
looking at the other residents, with their mask-like expressions of 
untrammelled acceptance, it wasn't a group | really felt like being a 
part of. In the remaining few hours before | joined them in their 
communal bliss, | felt like a little excitement. And something told me 
that time spent with Iris wouldn't be wasted. 

‘Okay. Just give me a chance to get changed and I'll be with you. ' 

‘Oh, that's champion! she exclaimed. 'See you in fifteen minutes 
by the main doors. Wrap up warm!’ And with that she scuttled out of 
the dining room. 


It was a crisp October morning, with a faint icing of frost over the 
clinic's extensive grounds, According to the brochures, it had once 
been a stately home, until the owners had fallen on hard times. 

The writers made it sound like a sorry, sad saga of lost hopes and 
dreams, with the family tearfully saying goodbye to their ancestral 
seat after centuries of toil and service to the nation. | happened to 
know the truth about this one, having written it up for some sleazy 
rag or other. The titled owners had been forced to sell it in the late 
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nineties to cover the fourth earl's gambling debts, Not long after, the 
new head of the household - a wannabe captain of industry - had 
seen it vanish from under him during the dot-com crash, repossessed 
and auctioned along with his Docklands apartment, his red Porsche 
and his upper-class girlfriend. Still, he'd been an oily little shit with a 
staggering cocaine habit, and remembering his discomfort as he was 
tripped bare of his trappings of unearned success gave me a warm 
glow against the chill. 

‘All set?' Iris was waiting for me under the marble porch, protected 
against the cold by a truly amazing fur coat. Floor length, it must 
have been real - fake fur just didn't have that lustre. Like its owner, it 
had seen better times: moth-eaten and a bit saggy at the seams. But 
comforting, all the same. 

‘There's a path that leads to a folly at the foot of the hill: she 
announced, pointing into the distance like some Victorian explorer. 
‘Come on, stir your Humps!’ 

As | tried to keep up with her, | called out, 'Are you sure we're 
allowed to go that far?’ 

‘Who knows? But as they say, nothing ventured, nothing gained: 

| still had that knotted feeling in my stomach - | knew from 
experience that it would be a long time going. But the fresh air, the 
meds and Iris's exuberance were beginning to take my mind off it. | 
finally managed to catch lip with her as we approached the nearside 
of the hill. 

'So, dearie. Tell your Aunty Iris all about it.’ 

It was easy to talk to Iris. She was like Miss Marple on crack. | told 
her about my early days at university, drinking each other under the 
table. She nodded sagely. 'My lot were too stuck up for that. Thought 
| was vulgar.’ She laughed. 'So | played up to it. | suppose it became 
a hobby. Then a habit.’ 

‘Then | got into journalism. And drinking was de rigeur there.’ As 
we got to the top of the hill and both stopped for breath, | told her 
some of the stories from my career - both as a journalist and a 
drinker. It turned out that she was far better connected than | could 
have imagined. Who'd have thought that this cackling old biddy was 
on first-name terms with half of the “establishment” over the last 
three decades? She was even able to fill me in on some skeletons 
that were still rattling around in some very high-profile Cupboards. 
And closets, come to that. 'In a monkey suit. With a satsuma!' was a 
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typical punchline. And she wasn't talking about a particularly surreal 
game of Cluedo either. 

‘Did you used to frequent the bars in Fleet Street?’ she asked, 
dragging heavily on a cigarette. She seemed to have switched 
brands from last night and was favouring Black Sobranies. Classy. 
'The nights - and mornings, and lunchtimes, come to that - that I've 
spent in Ye Old Cheshire Cheese, sitting In an inglenook with Jean 
Rook and a few bottles of a very timid white ... And there was that 
night in El Vino's with Marge Proops. What a woman! We raised a 
few eyebrows, | can tell you! Ah, happy days.’ 

‘Long gone days: | sighed. 'Wapping put paid to all of that.’ | 
remember when | was studying for my journalism degree, and the 
visiting speakers from the dailies would come to give us rousing 
presentations on life in Fleet Street. And then they'd give us even 
more rousing presentations down the university bar, telling us what it 
was really like. About the adrenaline of chasing a story, which was 
better than money, better than beer, better than sex. We lapped it up. 

So you can imagine our disappointment when we discovered that 
Fleet Street was emptying out - rats leaving a sinking ship in some 
eyes. The day of creaky old sub-editors, fag in one hand, bottle of 
scotch in the other, stopping the presses as a cub reporter ran 
breathlessly into the newsroom with a hot story, were coming to a 
close. Journalism, that last bastion for all free-thinking piss heads, 
was turning all corporate. Dull. Boring. Safe. 

That isn't to say that journalism became a teetotal outpost of the 
Sally Army, tambourines a-rattle, overnight. Hell, | can't see that ever 
happening, But the twilight of the long lunch and the even longer 
expense account had begun. | felt a twinge of envy at Iris's tales of 
Fleet Street excess. By the time I'd served my apprenticeship at the 
feet of the greats and was granted an expense account of my own, 
my movements were strictly regulated under the beady eye of my 
features editor. We used to call him Lord Bean Count. When he dies, 
| think he'll come back as a spreadsheet. 

'So you were a journalist.’ | couldn't think of any other reason that 
any sane person would want to spend their time hanging around with 
the les than salubrious members of the fourth estate. 

‘Me? Good grief, no!’ She crushed her Sobranie under her kitten 
heel into the melting frost. 'Just found their company amusing. | 
began to think that they were the only people capable of keeping up 
with me!’ She gently touched my arm. 'Ready for that folly?’ 
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We reached the bottom of the hill before Joanna Lumley spotted 
us. 'Residents are reminded that they are not to leave the immediate 
grounds of the clinic.’ 

‘She's a snooty one,' muttered Iris. 'Gets her kicks out of spying on 
people. Obviously sexually frustrated - I'd put good money on it.’ 

So, back to the clinic it was. 


Iris and | parted company as soon as we got back. The waiting 
nurses voiced their disapproval that we had wandered off on our 
own, especially since it was early in our recovery and they didn't want 
anything to happen to us, did they, so could we be good little citizens 
and follow orders. Please. 

Well, after you put it so nicely. 


For the rest of the morning, | sat in a huge marble jacuzzi, allowing 
the bubbles to massage every inch of my aching body. Twenty-four 
hours in, and the poisons were all beginning to seep out, adding to 
the existing catalogue of ailments and woes. Another of the endless 
production line of nurses stood guard, ensuring that | didn't faint and 
keeping me filled up with glasses of water. The only thing missing 
was a cocktail with an umbrella in the top. 

As far as | could concentrate my brainpower into anything 
coherent, | was thinking about Iris. To keep on top of my job and stay 
permanently sozzled, | had had to develop an extremely good 
memory: not only to remember what story | was supposed to be 
filing, but to keep track of all the lies that | needed to ensure that my 
lifestyle didn't simply fall apart around me. That didn't mean that you 
had to think; you simply shoved everything into the back of your mind 
and let your subconscious edit it into something that made sense, 
And a lot of what Iris had told me up on that hill hadn't made sense in 
the slightest. 

She had to be in her fifties at the very least. But some of the 
stories she'd told me - and from first-hand experience, she claimed - 
couldn't possibly have happened. At least not to her. She would have 
had to have been a child when the story about the police 
commissioner and the transvestite with a taste for farmyard animals 
broke - that one was a newsroom classic - but she reckoned that she 
was drinking with him that night: the night he had to be rushed away 
from the bar under police escort and taken to one of the Met's ‘places 
in the country’ where they hid their dirty linen. | suppose she could 
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have been lying, but why? And how come she could recite the story 
in such detail, even down to what was on the TV that night? 

But there was more to it than that: she didn't seem to be of the 
social class to mix with half the people she seemed to know 
personally - and intimately. I'm not being a snob here - although | am 
one - just a realist: even in the sixties and seventies when her 
adventures seemed to have taken place, class was still a huge and 
usually insurmountable barrier. | simply couldn't see Iris - mouthy, 
brassy, northern - being best mates with Lords Temporal and 
Spiritual as she'd described. 

Perhaps the booze had finally got to her. One of the bogeymen 
illnesses that they wheel on to scare the shit out of us is called wet 
brain. | suppose that Wernicke-Korsakoff syndrome just doesn't 
sound frightening enough. But it's exactly what it sounds like: the 
brain turns to mush, and sufferers make up the most fabulous 
histories for themselves which bear no resemblance to reality. But 
somehow | doubted it. She wouldn't be somewhere like here for a 
start. 

A mystery for another time - maybe another long walk on Joanna 
Lumley's leash tomorrow. | settled down into the bubbles and thought 
about Iris. And whisky. And eventually lunch. 


Lunch was something of an eye-opener. The nurses had gently but 
firmly steered me away from Iris's table to join a couple of people 
who'd been in place for some time, although Iris did wave at me 
throughout the meal. 

My two new best friends were called Lee and Chris, although Lee 
constantly referred to Chris as 'Elton', which | think had something to 
do with a vague physical similarity to the Singer rather than any 
musical skills. Lee was an Essex boy made good, then made bad by 
too much drink and 'too much gear, right?', while Elton - it was 
catching - didn't seem to be anything or anyone, just a quiet fat husk 
shovelling food down his throat. 

Both of them seemed subdued, but | think it would have taken a 
real cosh rather than a chemical one to really calm Lee down. | was 
rather taken by Lee: for all his rough talk and even rougher lifestyle, 
there was a childish innocence about him. Okay, so he probably 
used to burn ants with magnifying glass and steal the other children's 
dinner money, but he probably cuddled a teddy bear at night as well. 
And now, at thirty and six foot-three, and stripped of his beer-and- 
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gear-fuelled bravado, he was finally being reduced back to basics, 
like an old door being stripped of years of paint. The result was 
actually rather endearing: Lee, stripped and sanded back, was a big 
teddy bear himself now. 

It certainly gave me something to think about as | tucked into my 
light lunch, Whatever Iris's relationship with the truth, she hadn't been 
lying when she had said that the food was good. The pan-fried 
salmon on a bed of rocket with new potatoes was as good as 
anything I'd ever had during on of my long lunches. All that was 
missing was a decent white, possibly a New World Chardonnay or a 
Pinot Grigio. Instead, | had to settle for a glass of mineral water. And 
a slice of lemon. Oh, joy! 

As Lee filled me in on some of the characters | could expect to 
encounter during my respite - Old John, Lesbian Lisa, Jailbait Gerry - 
and the nurses to avoid (assuming | could tell the difference - 
perhaps they had serial numbers), | looked around at my fellow 
inmates, trying to construct backstories for them, piecing together 
real lives out of the wreckage that had deposited us all here, It was a 
pointless exercise. There simply was no way of telling. 

Most people - especially those people who haven't had to watch as 
someone close disintegrates under the onslaught of alcohol - think 
that drinking breaks down the barriers, reduces inhibitions, releases 
the real you, But ask someone trapped inside an alcoholic and they'll 
tell you a very different story. The real me likes collecting US 
superhero comics. The real me likes cooking Italian food. The real 
me likes nothing more than a quiet night in with my boyfriend 
watching the latest sci-fi blockbuster. 

But Barry Canley doesn't have a comic collection. He sold it to pay 
for more drink. Barry Canley doesn't cook Italian food, because he'd 
rather spend the money and time drinking, and besides, why eat 
when you're going to throw it all up anyway? And Barry Canley didn't 
have a boyfriend because they've all given up on him a long time 
ago. Hell, Barry Canley had given up on Barry Canley a long time 
ago. 

| thought about all of my dreams, my aspirations, everything that I'd 
wanted for myself when I'd been young, impressionable, a dreamer, 
Journalism had never been the goal; journalism had been the path to 
the goal. I'd wanted to be a writer, with books, and plays, and films ... 
Dreams that were now as dead and rotting as | was. 
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| placed my knife and fork down on the plate. I'd suddenly lost my 
appetite, Nodding farewell to Lee and Elton, | got up and made my 
way to the nearest communal room. | just wanted to be alone. 

Not something that Iris was going to allow. 


k k*k 


They're a pair, that Lee and Elton,' she said, closing the door of the 
communal room behind her. The three inmates already ensconced 
looked up for a moment before returning to their game of snap. The 
thrills never end here! 

'If he's like that sober, | dread to think what he's like coked up to 
the gills!’ She sat down next to me and lit a small cigarillo. ‘Probably 
wonderful entertainment.’ 

| wanted to ask her about her past. | wanted more anecdotes, 
more tall tales. But | couldn't be sure whether that was because | had 
enjoyed hearing them, or because | wanted to catch her out on some 
small point that would bring the delicate edifice of her made-up life 
come crumbling down. 

The last time I'd been in a clinic, I'd spent one coffee break 
chatting to this old chap called Eddie. He'd been telling me about his 
hi-fi system at home, which he'd put together from really old bits of 
equipment. | asked him whether he'd brought it with him - he was in 
for the long haul, detox and residential rehab together. Indeed, the 
place was actually home-from-home for many, including Eddie. No, 
he told me. His wife was looking after it for him at home. With that, he 
excused himself. 

It was only later that | learnt from one of the staff that Eddie, once 
one of the country's leading marine engineers, didn't have a hi-fi. He 
didn't have a wife. And he no longer had a home. Everything was 
constructed from fragments of his old life, other people's lives or 
sheer fairy tale. But it was the only thing that was keeping his 
gossamer-thin personality together. 

So how would | benefit from tearing down the walls of Iris's life? 

Because you can. That spiteful, hateful voice that shrieks inside 
every alcoholic. Why should they be happy when you're not? Make 
them hurt the way you hurt. Remember how | described this as a 
cancer? Well, it's a talking cancer, And sometimes you're just the 
ventriloquist's dummy. 
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‘So, how old are you?’ | asked, all of the immeasurable tact 
bestowed on me through twenty years as a journalist flying out of the 
window. 

‘Ooh, never ask a lady her age, lovey,’ she answered without 
missing a heat. ‘Let's just say I'm old enough to know better and 
young enough not to care! I'm more interested in you.’ 

In me? Why would anyone be interested in me any more? | wasn't 
anything. 

And something told me that when | got out of this place, all bright 
and sparkling like an alcoholic new pin, | still wouldn't be anything. 
My publisher hadn't put me in here for the good of my health; this 
was to keep me out of the way until the fuss died down. Once | was 
sent off down that long driveway back into the real world, I'd be left 
twisting in the wind. 

‘| think I've just about told you everything important there is to 
know; | told her. 'Pissed-up journo - that about sums it up.’ 

Iris smiled. 'I was always told that all men - and women come to 
that - are greater than the sum of their parts. | want to know what 
really makes you tick, Barry Canley: 

‘And then wind me up?’ 

A rasp of a laugh. 'A sense of humour. You must be getting better.’ 
She looked up at the clock. ‘It's almost time for this afternoon's 
festivities, | thought you might enjoy a spot of bowls. I've always seen 
myself as a flat green person, if you see what | mean. What d'you 
think?’ 

Before | could answer, Joanna Lumley decided for me, ‘Could 
Barry Canley please come to the Amber Room?’ 

‘The Amber Room?’ | muttered. 'Where the hell is that?’ 

Iris shrugged. 'Search me, dearie. They love their colours in this 
place Make sure you don't go into the Cerise Room - that's the ladies' 
lav!" 

‘I'll try not to,' | laughed. But | did feel a twinge of annoyance that 
the tsar of Mercy Clinic could snap their fingers and expect me to 
come running. Still, as | was beginning to learn, | didn't really have a 
lot of choice. My life had become unmanageable, so why not let 
someone else look after it for a while? 


The Amber Room was recognisable by virtue of the fact that it 
wasn't in th slightest bit amber. The door wasn't amber, the 
chairs weren't amber, and the carpet wasn't amber. The smiling 
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Stepford nurse definitely wasn't amber, Then again, | doubted 
that the Blue Room showed traces of blue, or the Ochre Room 
had been within a mile of an ochre, come to that. But the funny 
thing was, it feltamber. Frozen in time. 

Labels. That's all it was. Put labels on things, and they 
eventually, irrevocably become those things. Call a room the 
Amber Room, and it feels amber. Call a rundown stately home 
‘the Mercy Clinic’ and it offers salvation, And call Barry Canley 
an alcoholic ... well, what was | supposed to believe? 

The nurse was one of the more advanced models, with a vari- 
action smile and expressive eyes. It made it easier to think of 
them as nothing but mindless automata, directed by the 
mysterious Joanna Lumley. It depersonalised them, and, in 
doing that, depersonalised me. Allowed me to cope with the 
huge ball of shame and remorse that hung over me, just out of 
reach but threatening to engulf me at any second. If we were all 
little robots, none of that mattered, did it? 

She gestured towards a chair - chrome and black leather, not 
a trace of amber - and sat opposite in its twin. Then a smile, and 
a nod, and a brief flutter of the hands. 

‘So, Barry, how are you feeling? The Librium making it all just 
that little bit more bearable?’ 

Well of course it bloody well was! What sort of an infantile 
question was that? 

But | nodded politely. Mustn't rock the boat. Take my 
medicine like a good little Barry, serve my sentence and get out 
of here. There was a pub with my name on it waiting for me. 
That was all | could think about. Get through this two-week 
purgatory and then get back to the real world. So what if my 
publisher had shitted me out and left me to dry? There were 
other publishers, other magazines, other people desperate for 
Barry Canley's wit and wisdom, 

Who was | kidding? After what I'd done, I'd be lucky to get a 
column in a local rag, let alone another daily. My reputation was 
like me - in tatters. 

‘Here at the Mercy Clinic, we believe in holistic healing. Body 
and soul. 

Alcoholism is a disease of both, Barry, and we're here to 
show you a new path, a new way of living: 
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She carried on like that for another twenty minutes, new age 
claptrap polished up with a little twenty-first-century science just 
to make it more palatable. Almost immediately, | was on 
autopilot - a trick I'd learnt years ago, the only way to survive 
those occasional dull lunches where your guest has less 
personality than the cutlery. The odd nod, the well-timed 
‘mmmm'; they usually did the trick. Nursey didn't notice a thing 
as she braved the final frontier of behavioral this and serotonin 
that, spouting out all the crap that usually festers at the back of 
the Health supplements of the fatter Sundays. 

Finally, she finished her sermon, rested her impeccably 
manicured hands in her lap and activated 'incandescent smile of 
beatific pleasure’ - obviously my cue to leave. Just as | put my 
hand on the door handle, however, she fired a warning shot off 
my bows. 

‘Barry? Although we encourage the building of pleasant and 
light-hearted friendships amongst our residents, experience has 
taught us that some relationships can hinder the recovery 
process. Perhaps it would be best for all parties if you didn't 
depend too much on Ms Wildthyme, She has her own issues to 
address, and it would be a terrible shame if anything happened 
to interfere with your own healing time, wouldn't it?’ 

Keep away from Iris or else. That was the message. Well, the 
Mercy Clinic could go screw itself. Iris was the first person to 
whom | could really relate that I'd met in years. And I'd be 
damned if I'd allow a bunch of holier-than-thou android Florence 
Nightingales and their holistic tendencies to get in the way. So | 
nodded, agreed, and set off to find Iris. 


Despite the fact that I'd had a successful career as an investigative 
journalist, legwork was one thing that | usually left to others - | had an 
army of elves and sprites, swimming around in various cesspits of 
immorality on my behalf. What was that line? "The hand of Ming must 
not be detected’? So the actual mechanics of hunting someone down 
- even in the enclosed environment of the Mercy Clinic - were 
something of a trial for me, especially once my head was clouded by 
the Librium and my stomach was in knots. | was having to walk quite 
close to the walls as well: my legs were about as much use as a 
chocolate teapot, wibbling and wobbling all over the place. I'd not 
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been this unsteady on my feet when I'd been drinking, for God's 
sake! 

Asking the nurses was definitely out of the question. These barely 
animated outposts of Joanna Lumley were everywhere, watching and 
listening like GCHQ in white cotton. Tipping them off would be 
tantamount to asking for solitary confinement, or whatever 
punishments Ms Lumley kept for naughty boys and girls. So | 
adopted an air of nonchalance - not that easy when you're bouncing 
off the walls - and prowled the corridors of the clinic for signs of Ms 
Wildthyme. Perhaps one of the other inmates could furnish some 
clues. 


Unfortunately, the first person | bumped into was Old John. And by 
bumped into, | mean that quite literally. He came clattering around 
the corner with his pair of sticks, like some giant wooden spider in the 
throes of an epileptic fit. One of his sticks clipped me around the leg 
and we both went flying. 

As weak as | was, | was still able to scramble to my feet without 
too much difficulty, but for Old John, it wasn't so easy. I'd been 
warned about Old John by Lee over lunch: half a century of sauce 
had left his nervous system as shredded as his memory. If he 
cornered you in the corridor, run away, Otherwise you'd be stuck for 
what felt like an eternity, listening to his rambling - and barely 
coherent - life story, which apparently gave him at least three 
different origins, like some kind of retconned alcoholic superhero. 

Lying there prone, his sticks out of reach, he was far from a 
superhero: completely helpless, gasping and gurgling, looking up at 
me with pleading eyes. But whether it was for help or forgiveness, | 
just couldn't say. But I'd seen that look before. In the mirror. 

| placed both sticks in his hands and he rose to his almost useless 
feet like something from a horror film being disgorged from the grave, 
his expression darting from confusion to forgetfulness and back 
again. Before he could launch into one of his many origins - perhaps 
how his planet exploded, or how his parents had been gunned down 
in Crime Alley - | got in first. 

'Have you seen Iris? Iris Wildthyme? Dressed all in leopard-skin?' 
Even someone like poor old goldfish memory john should remember 
a character like Iris! 
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He looked thoughtful for a moment - although that could have been 
a well practiced act - and then recognition dawned. He broke into a 
warm grin, 

‘Iris? | remember Iris. Just after the war, it was.’ He sank forward 
into the support of his sticks. "The Second World War. I'd just been 
demobbed, and we'd all gone to this pub in Limehouse to celebrate. 
She was there, old Iris, belting out the tunes like a trooper. All the old 
classics. She had a thing for me, | remember, but | was never into 
older women".' 

His alternate universe recollections continued as | took advantage 
of his stagger down memory lane and made my escape, leaving him 
to confuse Iris with some 1940s chanteuse he may or may not have 
met. It was now mid afternoon, and all of the other residents were 
carefully shuttered away in their various recreational activities: 
matchstick-building, pottery, jigsaw puzzles ... all with an added gloss 
of brainwashing. | could picture them all, sitting there in serried ranks 
with their faces losing all emotion, their jaws slackening, the life 
draining out of them like slaughtered pigs in an abattoir, 

The idea that that was exactly what | must have looked like as 
closing time approached did occur to me, but the thought was quickly 
grabbed from behind and a pillow stuffed over its face until it stopped 
struggling. | needed to find Iris, 

| knew that she hadn't yet fallen under Joanna Lumley's interdict: 
nothing was compulsory, apart from staying where she could see 
you. But Iris didn't seem the sort to simply sit quietly on her own. | 
doubted that she even knew what quiet meant. She'd have found the 
heart of the action, somewhere she could make a difference... 

| heard her before | saw her. The raucous laugh, interspersed with 
cries of indignant protestation, came from the floor above. As quickly 
as | could, | mounted the stairs and reached the second floor. 

Three of the nurses were attempting to restrain her, but they were 
white cotton paper tigers fighting a leopard-skin hellcat. With a 
surprising - not to mention alarming - display of agility, Iris ducked 
between two of Joanna's finest and reached the staircase. She shot 
me a broad grin and beckoned me to follow. 'Come on, lad! she 
whooped, before cocking a leg over the banister rail and sliding away 
into the distance. 

I'd like to be able to tell you that | shrugged off the two nurses who 
lay hands, leaden with serious responsibility, on my shoulders, 
jumped onto the banister and followed Iris to welcome freedom. But 
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obviously | can't, because | didn't. | meekly followed them while the 
third called in to Joanna Lumley Central. | was surprised that red 
flashing lights and alarms didn't start going off. 

‘And what are you doing here, Barry?’ A fourth nurse had 
materialised, Identical to the rest. Or was she? The smile had a 
trace of warmth which suggested that she was one of the uber- 
class. Was she the one who'd warned me off Iris? Who could tell? 

‘| was lost,' | said with practised ease. 'I was looking for the 
relaxation class.' | flashed her what | hoped was my most 
charming smile, although it was probably lopsided. Actually, most 
of me was lopsided. Librium and withdrawal does that. 

‘Remember what | said to you about Ms Wildthyme?' she asked 
with a soupcon of nanny-knows-best. 'That woman has no respect 
for authority.’ | got the feeling that Iris was going to be sent to bed 
without any supper. 

‘| honestly had no idea she was here,' | protested (and meant it, 
of course. Lies were so much better when wrapped around the 
truth). 'I told you, | was looking for the relaxation class.’ 

This seemed to appease Joanna's little helper. She gestured 
down the corridor. 'For future reference, Barry, relaxation is in the 
Taupe Room. But the session started three-quarters of an hour 
ago, and | know that Ms Furlong is very strict about latecomers.' 

| decided not to point out that if | hadn't been forced to listen to 
her witterings about holistic methods of healing | wouldn't have 
been late in the first place. Then again, | wouldn't have planned to 
go to relaxation anyway; too much ‘imagine yourself walking down 
a country road' and 'see yourself on a white fluffy cloud’ for me at 
the moment. 'See yourself sitting at the bar, quaffing a pint of 
beer' was far more attractive. Trying to appear completely 
unfazed by Iris's behaviour, | gave her a vague smile and 
sauntered off down the stairs. 

| couldn't find Iris for the rest of the afternoon. To say that | 
searched high and low for her would be putting it far too strongly; that 
afternoon | felt like death lightly warmed over, and could do little 
more than sit in the communal room and drink coffee, smoke 
cigarettes and desperately wish that | was somewhere else. The 
need for Iris's companionship had faded fast as the overriding hunger 
for a drink continued to gnaw away at me, hour after hour, 
nonexistent drink after nonexistent drink. 
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Still, faced with the thought of another twelve days under the 
stiletto heel of Joanna and her minions, finding out what had 
happened to Iris made a perfect distraction. Over dinner - which was, 
| have to say, magnificent; not only didn't my stomach protest, but I'm 
pretty sure that my sense of taste was starting to come back - I did a 
little passive investigation. 

Lee reckoned that he'd seen Iris being frog-marched into the Lilac 
Room, which was apparently the sanctum sanctorum of Joanna 
herself, but he wasn't entirely sure when. Lesbian Lisa's report was 
more disturbing: she was pretty certain that she'd seen Iris walking 
down the long gravel path to the main gates. Elton just smiled 
vacuously and continued to shovel beef Wellington into his face, 

As dinner faded into a pleasant memory and we were herded into 
various areas of the clinic to pass the rest of the evening in drugged 
splendour, | dared Joanna's inquisition and went for a short stroll in 
the grounds. The sun was just setting, turning everything into golds, 
bronzes and coppers. The Mercy Clinic stopped looking like a stately 
home with a makeover and was rapidly transformed into a temple, a 
shrine, a mausoleum. 

| suddenly felt a deep, biting sorrow. It was so powerful, so 
overwhelming, that | had trouble standing, and had to reach for a 
marble statue to support myself. 

Somewhere, buried beneath all the years of alcohol abuse, below 
the tidemark of lies and nastiness, the real Barry Canley was starting 
to cry. It was the same as that look in Old John's eyes, the look in 
everyone's eyes in the Mercy Clinic. The realisation that the trap had 
been sprung and that | had to escape if | was to salvage anything of 
the real me. Begging for someone just to get me out, To save me, 

‘It's hit you, then? It usually does on the second day.’ 

Iris! As bold as brass and twice as lifelike, she stood before me in 
yet another creation. She had changed into a shimmering gold 
evening dress, with red gloves covering her arms and a fox-fur store 
around her neck. She put her hand on my shoulder. 

‘Come on. | think we have a few minutes before the shock troops 
get wind of me. Then again, it's not every day that someone breaks 
into a place like this!’ She carefully led me through the grounds - she 
had to be careful, because | was crying so much that | could hardly 
see. 
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She found us a stone bench and sat me down, before sitting next 
to me and putting her hand on my knee. ‘Let it all out, Barry. It'll be all 
right.’ 

And | did. All of it. From every pore, every cell, every vein. The 
self-hatred that fuels every alcoholic, that poison that runs through 
our veins cut with pure hundred per cent proof bitterness and spite, 
all streaming out in great hacking sobs. My life, all of it, twisted and 
broken by a simple chemical formula. 

Opportunities lost, chances not taken, paths not trod, all because 
of a drink. A drink? One is too many and a hundred isn't enough, isn't 
that what they say? One or a hundred, a million ... each one 
destroying me, replacing me like a pod person or an android replica 
or a clone. But this wasn't one of those comic books or sci-fi novels. 
This was real. The real Barry Canley had been taken out of the 
equation and a human-sized ball of shit stuck in his place. My place. 
And | wanted to go back. Jesus, | wanted to go back. 

‘It isn't too late, Barry.' | looked through the tears to see Iris smiling 
at me. ‘It isn't too late at all. You asked me if there was a third path. 
Well, there isn't.’ 

Two days ago | would have screamed at her. | would have slagged 
her off for her hypocrisy, spotting the silver hip flask in her gold 
handbag, smelling the hint of gin and juniper on her breath. Dammit, | 
would have grabbed the flask myself. Why was it all right for her to 
drink and not me? Why couldn't I drink? Why could other people 
drink and not me? It just wasn't fair! 

‘Before you ask, | didn't come here for my benefit. Well, | did, but 
not in the way you think. | drink like an ocean full of fish, Barry, but 
it's not the same for me. | don't have a problem with it.’ 

‘You're not an alcoholic? Then what the hell are you doing in a 
place like this?’ | just didn't understand, not any of it. Iris, the clinic, 
myself. Nothing seemed to make sense any more. 

‘Well, I'm not in a place like this,’ she laughed. 'Not any more. 
Joanna Lumley kicked me out for being a disruptive influence in the 
basket weaving class. They accused me of making something 
obscene out of raffia.’ 

‘You met her?' 

‘Oh, yes, Joanna Lumley indeed. | knew dear old Joanna when she 
was a Bond girl, you know. Delightful girl. Simply delightful. Our 
Joanna is a hatchet-faced old hag with the sense of humour of a 
drain, Barrvl Voice of an angel, face like a sack of chisels. Trust me! 
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Despite the tears, the fear and the terror, | couldn't help laughing. 
'So you've been booted out?’ 

Iris threw her head back and laughed. 'Oh, yes, | was thrown out. 
But | had to come back. | had to come back to see you, Barry. It's 
important that you stay here. Not just the first two weeks, but at least 
a year: 

'A year?’ Two weeks without drinking was a frightening enough 
prospect. But a year? Surely Iris understood? Surely she knew that it 
was impossible? | couldn't help glancing at her hip flask, just a foot 
away. 

‘And you can forget that straight away, you naughty boy!’ She 
slapped my hand before it had even moved. Then again, I'm not so 
sure it was even going to. 'I want you to get all of your dreams back. 
Some of us aren't so lucky. Some of us don't get second chances.’ 

‘But _' But | didn't have any buts. | had no defences left any 
more, No defences, no excuses, no reasons not to do what she 
said, Just a hunger that had eaten me alive. 

"This is the best rehab clinic in the country,’ she said. 'It's got 
the highest success rate. It's also one of the most expensive. | 
had to pull in quite a few favours with dear old Gregory to 
persuade him to fork out the money, | can tell you.’ 

Gregory was my publisher. Gregory was the man who had 
sent me here to this prison of a place. What the hell did Iris have 
to do with it? 

lris lit a cigarette in a long onyx cigarette holder and took a 
deep drag, ‘You're booked into here for a year, young man. 
Make sure you stay.’ 

‘| can't stay here for a year! It's just not practical. I've got a life 
to live, things to do -' 

A thread of solid steel entered her voice. 'You won't have a 
life if you don't do what | say!’ Then it softened. ‘It's all taken 
care of - your house, your bills, the lot. Gregory owed me a 
bloody big favour, and | made sure he paid it back in full: She 
stood up. 'Anyway, | think my time is up. Joanna's little helpers 
will be here any second: 

| got to my feet. ‘I... | don't know what to say. | don't know 
what to think.’ 

‘For the next year, just think what they tell you to think, do 
what they tell you to do. Trust me - they know what they're 
doing, Barry: She looked around. 'I'd better go.’ 
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She wrapped me in warm, friendly hug. | could see the nurses 
just over Iris's shoulder, leaving the main entrance to the clinic, 
white cotton against the gold. 

"Will | ever see you again?’ 

‘Search me,' she said, shrugging. 'Just do yourself a favour, 
Barry, and leave the sauce alone. If you do that, it'll all work out 
fine. The universe has a way of doing that. Stop running away, 
chuck. Because there really isn't anything or anyone to run 
away from. Except yourself, and that's a bloody stupid thing to 
do, isn't it?’ And then she was off, clattering down the stone path 
towards... towards a bus? 

But there was no more time to watch Iris leave. Four starched 
Furies, ready to take me away to a life without fun, a life without 
chance, a life without danger. A life without that glass of 
Laphroaig, that bottle of Krystal, that can of Special Brew. A life 
without me. 

Then they led me away. 


‘And who should | make it out to?' This was the last book 
signing of the tour, and, to be brutally frank, | was beginning to 
wish I'd never written the bloody thing. I'm kidding, of course: 
writing Magnificat was the culmination of two years of hard but 
rewarding work. But | was still looking forward to getting back to 
London: to Gary, the dogs, and my own kitchen again. 

Once, the very idea of sitting down to write a book would have 
been anathema to me, but that year away had changed me in 
too many ways to count or describe, The longing was still there, 
but | now knew the truth. Without my bottles of single malt, | 
could afford a life again. In every single way that it mattered. 

‘Just Iris.’ 

My heart skipped a beat. | looked up, but it wasn't the person | 
had hoped and, dare | say it, expected to see once again. This 
Iris was a stately woman In her late sixties, silver-white hair 
piled up in an extravagant bun. She smiled and thrust a copy of 
Magnificat under my nose. With the habit of a hundred signings, 
| scribbled my name and handed the book back. ‘With love! 
Harry Canley.’ As | did so, however, | did a double take. That 
wasn't the cover! 

‘What's this?’ 
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This Iris smiled sweetly and handed the book back. 'I suggest 
you check the copyright page, young man,' she said, like Dame 
Edith Evans addressing a handbag. ‘That might answer your 
question.’ 

| looked at the cover again first - a totally different piece of 
artwork from the one that adorned the stacks of books which 
surrounded me. It was actually much better than the crap that 
my publishers had foisted on me! Then | thumbed through the 
first couple of pages. 

“Reprinted 2050"? |.. | don't understand.’ And then | did. 'This 
is my book, Isn't it? And you're ... you're Iris!’ 

The grand dame in the pearl choker and black satin dress put 
her hand on mine. 'Well done. | knew my faith in you would be 
rewarded. I've adored this book, ever since | first read it about 
ninety years ago. | just had to make sure that you wrote it, that 
was all. If you hadn't ... well, that would have caused all sorts of 
trouble, and we can't have that, can we?' 

"That's why? That's why you got Gregory to pay for my stay in 
Mercy? Why you became my friend? Just so that | could write a 
book?' | sat back in my chair. 

Iris leaned over the table. 'No, Barry. Not just so you could 
write a book. It was so | could read a book. This book. And no, | 
don't expect you to understand. I'm not sure | do any more. But 
take it on faith - | came, | saw and you conquered. Now, I've 
booked us a table at a lovely little bistro just down the road from 
here. You've already made an old lady very happy, Want to 
make her even happier? Then escort me to dinner, young man. 
And that's an order!’ 

Joanna Lumley, eat your heart out. 
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Rough Magic 


Kate Orman 


Tom pleaded, cajoled, and demanded for a week, but Iris's will of 
iron refused to rust. In the end he got her with his rum balls. They 
were his mum's Christmas recipe; as a child he'd been allowed to 
help make them, rolling up them up into spheres the size of his 
thumb. Making them in the bus's kitchen, the dark smell of rum sent 
him back to his childhood more strongly and swiftly than any time 
machine could manage. After consuming twenty of them along with 
several glasses of chocolate port, Iris buckled and decided it was 
time to let Tom have a go at driving the bus. 

Possibly this was because she herself was no longer capable of 
driving it. 

With an enormous amount of clutching, clambering and protesting, 
Tom assisted her out of the cab and onto the settee. The back of the 
bus was something like Tom's mental picture of a brothel bedroom, 
all textures and ornaments. red and gold, clothes lying everywhere. 

All the time they were doing this the Number 22 to Putney was 
plunging on through the space-time vortex, undaunted by its lack of a 
pilot. 

He settled into the driver's seat, tugging at the lever that adjusted 
it. The windscreen of the bus showed a constant pulse of green and 
blue. It made Tom think of travelling down the endless neck of some 
cosmic bottle, never reaching the liquid inside. Iris said the vortex 
had a lot of names - the moll, the ether, the void - and was made of 
some non-stuff that surrounded and permeated the universe. You 
could reach any point in space and time by navigating its currents. 

Iris had raved about their next destination. "There are always 
throngs,’ she said. 'Every kind of people, from all over the universe. 
There are two posh hotels and a cheap one and a camping ground. | 
once partied all night with a motorcycle gang from Earth I. They 
looked like goldfish - they would leap right into a pint and drain it dry!" 

This wasn't quite what he'd hoped for - a driving lesson or two 
would haw been nice. Too late to worry now. He gripped the steering 
wheel and swerved the bus around a nasty white swirly patch in its 
way. There, that wasn't so hard, was it? 
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His foot stomped on the brake pedal of its own accord. It took his 
brain a tick to catch up to his eyes and his reflexes. Swelling horribly 
fast in his field of vision was what looked like an entire island floating 
in the vortex. The bus was hurtling at it as though falling onto it from 
orbit. 

Tom jammed both feet on the brake as the immense orange rock 
expanded to fill his entire view. 'Stop, stop, stop!/'he shouted. 

Instead of the crump he had expected he heard the familiar gear- 
grinding of arrival. His eyes sprang open. 

The bus was parked neatly in front of what appeared to be a hotel. 
It was a low, curved, white building, protected from the brilliant pale 
glare of the sky by great canvas sails set on poles. It made Tom think 
of Poynters painting of Sheba meeting Solomon, the cloth roof tied in 
place over the throne room to keep out the Biblical sun. Skinny, pale 
green shrubs grew in narrow rows beside curving brick paths. 

Iris was up and had her nose pressed to the glass of one of the 
windows. ‘Excellent job, Tom! 

‘Is this where we're supposed to be?' said Tom weakly. 

‘Of course!’ Iris clapped her hands with glee. "The Hard Place 
Resort. It's been years since | was last here - more years than | care 
to admit!’ 

'This is the Hard Place Resort? Looks a bit grim,’ said Tom. Iris 
had described crowds of well-heeled, bronzed tourists in white 
clothes gone apricot with the dust, circus performers wandering the 
crowd like the splash of coloured flowers in a field. 

‘Well, it's probably the off-season,’ said Iris, tugging on her tiger- 
skin coat. 'The off-season? Outside time and space?’ 

‘Course. The perfect time to visit. We won't be fighting for seats in 
the restaurants or on the sightseeing trips.' She was already climbing 
down the steps. Tom made to follow, and discovered that his legs still 
had the consistency of jelly from the bus's plummet. 

‘I'll be with you in a moment,’ he told Iris. Better get a few rum balls 
down me first, he thought. 


Iris looked around at the buildings, the shade sails, the scrubby 
plants. Everything here was designed to be as self-sustaining as 
possible; supplies were flown in regularly from the universe, but the 
resort couldn't afford a gram's waste any more than a space station 
could. 
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She stepped up onto one of the brick paths and looked up at the 
sky. The force field up there not only shielded the buildings from the 
vortex's seething energy - screened to a safe duck egg blue - but 
tapped and converted a little of that energy to provide the resort's 
power. Thanks to all this cleverness they could put a luxury hotel on 
a chunk of rock that was literally in the middle of nowhere: the 
ultimate get-away-from-it-all. 

Tom was right. Where was everyone? 

A young man stepped from the doorway of a low-slung hotel. He 
was dressed in a narrow black robe, had black hair past his 
shoulders topped with a conical witch's hat, and he had enormous 
dark eyes. That was all Iris had time to notice before the youth raised 
a long, tapered wooden rod and said something in a nasty language 
that twisted the air. 

The tip of the wand was instantly globed with vicious green light. 
Iris flung herself to the ground as a thick bolt of gluey energy ripped 
itself from the wood and hurtled towards the bus. The air over her 
head roared like a jumbo jet. 'Tom!' she shrieked. 

Tom was standing in the doorway of the bus. He did the only thing 
he could do: he shut the door. 

The light engulfed the bus. With a mighty crack, like a tree falling, it 
vanished entirely in a violent puff of green smoke. 

‘My bus! shouted Iris, clambering to her feet. 'Tom!' There was 
nothing left where the bus had stood but a greasy burn mark. 

‘That was my home, you wretched youth! 

But the boy in black was gone. Iris ran to the doorway, through the 
hiss of the automatic doors, and into the cool of the building. The 
lights were on, but no one was home - there were no tourists 
struggling with luggage, no uniformed staff at the desks. She ran a 
few paces, then stopped, listening as hard as she could over the 
sound of her own puffing. 

Poor Tom! Poor Number 22 to Putney! 'I'm stuck here! wailed Iris. 
Her voice echoed back at her softly from the building's energy-saving 
walls. 

'Well, he must be in here somewhere. Someone must be in here 
somewhere: said Iris, adjusting her accoutrements. She had wrecked 
her tights and scraped skin off both knees; they stung where her skirt 
brushed against them. Her hat was somewhere in the parking lot, 
unless that blast had annihilated it too. 
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She adopted a somewhat irregular search pattern, starting by 
systematically opening any doors which weren't locked (and, thanks 
to her handy handbag, dozens which were), then racing back to the 
building's entrance in case the young man in black had snuck past 
her and out of the building. 'I'm quite harmless, you know! she called 
down a corridor, and then wondered if it was actually a good idea to 
tell him that. 

After half an hour, Iris admitted defeat. She hadn't seen a single 
soul. All she had found was abandoned luggage. 

She sat down on a fat sofa in the foyer and rummaged in her bag 
for sticking plasters. None of them were large enough to cover the 
ugly scrapes on both her knees. Iris sighed. She'd have to find a 
chemist's or something. 

Not that she would find an actual chemist. She had looked out of 
windows all over the hotel, and had never spotted anyone anywhere 
in the resort. 

She went back out the hotel's doors. The silence scratched at her 
ears, as though the blank blue sky was emitting a low sound of its 
own. The only time that sky changed was when they put on one of 
the daily lightshows, dimming the field and putting on the streetlights 
so the crowds could see the vortex in all its firework glory. If you 
wanted night-time here, real darkness, you closed your curtains. 

And yet, thought Iris, it did look darker, as though late afternoon 
had crept into town while she had been searching the building. She 
glanced at the shadows at the base of the scrubby trees, but they 
were as small and vague as they had been when they'd got here. 


She took a footpath to the resort's shop, heels clacking on orange 
crazy paving. In all three hotels, the lights were still on, powered by 
the endless supply of energy from the void. It made the windows look 
even more lonely, squares of empty light. 

The shop's doors were open, as though people had simply strolled 
out. 

There were newspapers which (according to her calculations) 
could only be a day or two old. The neat stacks of unread newsprint 
on the newsagent's counter disturbed her. 

Stranded. 

Iris winced as she eased the sticking plasters into place. Where 
was Tom now - disintegrated, lost in the vortex, or materialised 
somewhere with no idea of how to get back to her? 
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Iris began to sniffle. She picked up a packet of tissues from the 
counter and blew her nose. Of course it wasn't poor old Tom's fault. 
She had locked off all the important controls before letting him have a 
go in the bus's cabin. 

No, somewhere here was lurking a sorcerous youth who was in all 
likelihood responsible for the disappearance of all the tourists, all the 
staff. Hundreds of people. 

Why hadn't he bothered to disappear her, then? Perhaps he 
thought he'd got her along with the bus. He probably hadn't even 
noticed her shrieking and scurrying after him - he just said 'hocus 
pocus' and safely vanished in his own puff of smoke. Why bother 
killing her off when he could trap her forever? 

Iris Wildthyme was not going to sit on this rock for the rest of her 
life. If there was a way out of here, she would find it. 

She made to jam her hat down on her head with a firmness of 
purpose, and realised it was still lying in the parking lot outside the 
hotel. She hurried back there. Maybe the hat would be gone - 
evidence of interference, that someone else was still around. 

Her poor hat was still lying in the gutter, slightly squashed from 
being fallen on. She slowed to a disappointed amble. The parking 
spot where her bus had been was large and empty. The sky fizzed 
quietly to itself. 

When she reached for her hat, a grey dog got hold of it at the 
same time arid wouldn't let go. 

Iris stared at the dog. It was more like a wolf, she thought, heavy- 
set and pointy-snouted, with shaggy jowls and immense golden eyes. 
She tugged at her hat and the wolf tugged in the other direction, 
wagging its tail. ‘Let go! You're ruining it!’ cried Iris. She let go of the 
hat before the holes already bitten in it could get any larger. 

The wolf ran off, merrily, with the green felt hat clamped in its jaws. 
Iris stayed put, exhausted and unwilling to risk a bite. Poor lonely 
thing - left behind when everyone else went. 

‘| need a feed: Iris murmured. Hatless, she stomped off in the 
direction of breakfast. 

Rock Solid was the resort's most expensive restaurant. Iris found 
unfinished meals on the tables, half-cooked meals in the kitchen - 
evidence of sudden death, or panicked evacuation? Frowning, she 
stuffed the smelly leftovers into plastic garbage bags, plates, pots 
and all, and stacked them outside the door. 
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She rummaged until she found eggs. She couldn't find bacon, but 
there was prosciutto in one of the fridges. She toasted some just- 
stale bread under a griller. A very large and very dark room yielded a 
couple of bottles of Chardonnay, cool enough to drink; she popped 
one in the fridge for later. 

She served herself, setting down the plate with a flourish, standing 
by the table to uncork the wine. 'Ban appetit; she wished herself, and 
tucked in. Her enthusiasm sagged a little; she had too many 
memories of eating here amidst clinking, sparkling crowds, the 
fabulous evening clothes, the chance encounters. 

Somehow it didn't seem odd at all when she looked up from the 
plate and saw the young man sitting opposite her. 

He was skinny, his sable clothes hanging off his frame. He had 
taken off the Hallowe'en hat. His dark eyes were enormous and 
almond-shaped; he had a tiny, pointy nose. The dim illumination of 
the restaurant seemed to fall into him, so that he was a featureless, 
lightless shape, only his hands and face really showing. 

Iris was determined to enjoy her breakfast and not let on that she 
had nearly choked on a piece of toast at the man's appearance. She 
had the disquieting feeling that he'd been sitting there the whole time, 
invisible. 

He leaned with his elbows on the table, his arms folded, his hands 
like a couple of pallid spiders. Before he could say anything she told 
him, 'Now if there's anyone here who really needs a decent meal, it's 
you and not me! He scowled fetchingly. He was quite a beautiful 
young man, thought Iris, and such a cute little nose. You cradle- 
snatcher! 

‘What is it you want here ?' 

He had a Japanese look, but he had a posh English accent, and a 
deep voice for his age. Iris poured him a glass of wine, playing it 
cool. 'Well I'd like my bus back, for a start.’ 

The boy looked hard at her, as though her answer hadn't made the 
slightest sense. He ignored the wine. 'My name is Suneku, I've been 
sent to communicate with you.’ 

‘Splendid! said Iris. She turned her charm on full. 'I wouldn't say no 
to J yarn. This is all very mysterious and I'm sure you have all the 
explanations, my dear.’ 

Again, he didn't seem to hear what she'd said. 'We mean you no 
harm.’ 
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‘No harm!’ She had the bottle of chard in her hand; he was lucky 
she didn't chuck it at him. 'You blow up my friend and my transport 
and you've done.' away with everyone in the entire resort!’ She 
squinted at him. 'Why haven't you killed me off yet, hmm? Why are 
you just sitting there?’ 

Something seemed to dawn in the young man's eyes. He stood up 
suddenly, all trace of his respectful formality vanished. "You're not the 
one.' 

‘Oh, thanks very much: said Iris. 

'Who are you? Are you even a witch?' 

‘Some people seem to think so! said Iris, flustered. Don't let this 
child bully you! 'I've dabbled in the occult enough times in the darker 
episodes of my past: she said, drawing herself up. 'I knew Crowley. | 
dressed as a lad to be Merlin's page. | personally slew the cockatrice 
that infested the Pit of Mysteries. | advise you to take care, boy!’ 

He wrinkled his little nose. 'I seriously doubt you had anything 
whatsoever to do with the Pit of Mysteries. 

Iris decided to change tactics. 'Let's not squabble. We should be 
working together. Don't you think there's something dreadfully 
romantic about all this? The last man and the last woman left alive. 
Thrown together by catastrophe.’ 

He leaned across the table. 'If you're here to try and profit from that 
catastrophe, be warned. I'm not the only guardian. ' 

His eyes were like a binary pair of black holes. Iris swallowed. 'No, 
no. It's all an accident: she assured him. 

‘Accident! You must have gone right past all the signs.’ 

Oh, thought Iris; poor Tom wouldn't have known what a vorticial 
beacon was if one fell into his lunch. Look at the pickle he'd landed 
them both in! At the thought of Tom's atoms blowing about in the 
ether, Iris started to tear up again. 

Suneku's pretty face contorted into a cartoon expression of wrath. 
‘You haven't got a molecule of magick in your body! This is the 
business of witches and wizards, not meddling, old, mad women! | 
ought to have dispatched you the moment | saw you! He slid his 
magic wand from his sleeve. 

Iris did chuck the bottle at him then, or at least she sloshed him 
violently in the face with it. He yelped, eyes full of madly fizzing 
bubbles. 

Iris pushed the table over, flipping it up so that it disgorged its 
contents onto the young wizard. He disappeared underneath the 
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tablecloth and the cutlery and crockery. Still gripping the bottle - her 
only weapon - Iris legged it. 

She hid in the ladies. It was only after she had slammed the door 
of her cubicle that she realised how foolish this was. What was there, 
really, to stop him from just coming in here after her? It wasn't as 
though anyone else would notice, was it? 

Her hoarse breathing echoed wildly from the bathroom tiles, which 
wasn't helping either. She closed the lid of the toilet and stood on it 
so her feet weren't visible from the outside, and took out her smokes 
and lighter. Her hands were shaking a little from the stress of the 
encounter. 

Funny ... for a moment she thought she could hear growling. 
Maybe the wolf was back. She peeked over the top of the door, but 
there was nothing. 

When she dared to venture out - having taken a few minutes to 
repair her make-up and polish off the wine - there was no sign of the 
young man. She wondered if he'd even bothered to search for her. 
Did a magician have to wander around opening doors, the way she 
had? Couldn't he just look into a crystal ball or something? 

The restaurant was in a long hall which also served as a sort of art 
gallery, peppered with swanky booths flogging jewellery or glassware 
or perfume. 

In a way all this stuff belonged to her now. If she was trapped here, 
by herself, forever, then it was her home. All this food, all these 
trinkets, they were hers. She could go through peoples' rooms, take 
their clothes or books. She could open every till in the place and 
throw the money into the air! She had enough smokes and alcohol to 
last a lifetime ... well, almost. If she wanted she could stuff herself 
with chocolate desserts and pour whole bottles of perfume over 
herself. 

Well, she thought, pulling her cardy tighter. She wasn't really 
alone, because there was a pretty young thing trying to kill her off, 
and somewhere there was a wolf chewing on her hat. 

‘You're not the one: the wizard had said. Aha! Then there was 
someone else here. Whoever it was, Iris couldn't blame them for 
keeping their head down, given Sunekus propensity for hurling those 
bolts around. The best place to hide would be in one of the hundreds 
of hotel rooms. 

She must find that other person - they might need rescuing, or at 
least company. They could tell her what was going on! Perhaps they 
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could even hatch an escape plan. But how to find them without giving 
them away to Suneku? 

She went to the hotel's front desk and took out their phone book. 
She started dialling the numbers in order, flicking her ash into a 
plastic pot plant on the desk. There were only a few hundred - how 
long could it take? 

Half an hour later her fingers were sore from dialling and her neck 
was cramped from squashing the receiver against her shoulder. 
‘Come on, pick up!’ she muttered into the phone. Maybe Suneku 
could send his magick zap down the phone lines and his intended 
victim didn't want to risk it? Maybe she'd just been wrong. No. There 
was someone else about - she could sense it in her bones. 

With a pop that made the windows rattle, her bus appeared outside 
the hotel's front doors. 

‘Tom! shrieked Iris, hurling the phone and the phone book in 
opposite directions. She leapt over the counter, ripping her tights 
again, and bolted through the front doors. 

The bus was wrapped in crackling green light, rocking on its shock 
absorbers as though racing along a gravel track. She could see a 
frantic Tom at the wheel. 'Put the brakes on! Hard!’ she shouted as 
she shot towards the bus. She stopped, ten feet away, hopping from 
foot to foot, unwilling to risk contact with the green nimbus. 

Tom pressed his hands to the glass, staring out at her. She could 
see he was shouting but she couldn't make out a word. 

With a pop that knocked her off her feet, the bus vanished again. 

Iris got up and brushed the dust from her sore palms. She danced 
a little jig. ‘Tom's not dead!’ she cackled. 'I'm not marooned! 

That green zap must have only expelled the bus back into the 
vortex. 

Suneku probably used the same trick to send all the staff and 
visitors away too - or to kill them. Her tough old bus could survive 
most things the universe could throw at it. And it was fighting back, 
determined to get back to her. So was Tom. It brought a tear to her 
eye. The question was, could the bus fight through the magickal 
energy and materialise? Or was it stuck popping in and out of the 
resort forever? 

There was nothing she could do to help! 

‘Patience, Wildthyrne,’ she told herself. If the bus could break 
through, il would. She would just have to avoid getting herself 
expelled by that whiskerless wizard. She went back to the phone, 


Page 174 of 243 


Wildthyme on Top 


which was bleeping indignantly on the floor, and slammed it back into 
its cradle. This methodical inquiry, this telephonic skulking, was 
getting her nowhere; she was going to find and rescue her fellow 
rnaroonee, and in style! 

She remembered the fire station from a party in which the wine 
had flowed particularly freely and the fire-eaters had got entirely out 
of control. She stomped along the paved paths, her heels clacking 
loudly in the fading light, defying Suneku to pop out and have a go at 
her. 

A side door succumbed to a series of violent kicks. She found a 
crowbar in a toolbox and broke and entered the garage where the 
resort's fire engine stood shining: red paint and silver chrome, a 
ladder on the back and a bell on the side. Automatic lights popped 
on, the roller door slid silently open, and the fire truck started its 
engine. Ready for action. 

Iris climbed into the great plastic bubble of the cabin. She sounded 
the siren, insanely loud in the confined space of the garage, and 
raced out of the door onto the single road that looped right around 
the resort. 

Now she knew Tom wasn't dead, she told herself she didn't mind 
so much being separated from him. It was nice to have a little break 
from all the foolish questions. He'd have enjoyed this ride, though. 

She broke from the road and ran the fire engine's wheels over the 
rough orange desert. She floored it. With the light from the force field 
dimming, this could be her last chance to search the uninhabited part 
of the asteroid. 

The great orange rock had fallen through a gap in the fabric of 
space-time and into the ether half a billion years ago. It had been 
spotted by a Gengyrian science crew sewing up the tear, who took 
the opportunity to set up a permanent base. The Gengyrians were 
only really interested in science, and after they'd been forced to sell 
the base they still hung around the resort, giving evening lectures 
and slideshow talks. She passed the crumbling remains of some of 
their etheric telescopes, great white shell shapes disintegrating into 
the brick-red dust of the asteroid. 

The Gengyrians' speeches were full of dire pronouncements about 
the fragility of space and time. The ether proved it, they said - the 
universe's very foundation was a random, blowing chaos. The whole 
structure of the cosmos was liable to burst like a balloon. Iris thought 
they were just being portentous, like documentaries about black 
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holes or Nostradamus. Perhaps she should have listened during the 
slides, she thought, as the fire truck bumped wildly over the asteroid 
surface. Surely science would have yielded some clue as to what 
was going on here. There was always a rational explanation. 

Or was this the sort of place where only magicians were the right 
technicians? 

How many times had Suneku done this already? 

It took barely half an hour to circle the big orange rock. The resort 
wasn't long out of sight, but it still gave Iris a creepy feeling to be all 
alone in the utterly lifeless desert. Even weeds hadn't sprung up 
here, far enough away from the resort's watering system. The thin air 
was full of tiny particles of red dust. Iris tied a silk scarf across her 
face to keep them out. 

She stopped just once, nervously keeping the engine running. 
Other than its quiet rushing sound, it was deadly silent out here. 
Standing on that broad and empty plain, with the sky down to the 
horizons like a dimming curtain, Iris experienced a moment of 
crushing claustrophobia. She could not stay here. She had to get out. 

Iris looked through the fire truck's equipment until she found a 
small, high-pressure extinguisher, just small enough to cram into her 
handbag. It was the closest thing to a weapon she'd find anywhere in 
the resort, unless she was prepared to wield a chopper from the 
Rock Solid's kitchen! She pulled off her disintegrating tights and 
stuffed them in the bag too. 'Maybe | can strangle the little bugger 
with them.’ 

She had been nervously wondering if the Hard Place would still be 
there when she completed her circumnavigation - she didn't want to 
be stuck in one of those science fiction stories where things are 
gradually removed as though they never existed. But the buildings 
were still sitting there just as she'd left them. 

She had seen no one. There really wasn't anywhere out there to 
hide, but if there was someone lurking in a crack or something, she 
had made her presence well known, blasting the siren in the thin 
cooling air. She had hoped her brazenness would give them courage 
to come out and meet her. Now there was nothing left to do but 
search the whole resort, room by room. 

It was like early evening now, the street lights of the resort popping 
on. Iris half-expected an immense silver moon to peek above the 
horizon. 
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If the empty resort was eerie now it would be ten times so in the 
blank darkness. Her mood was sombre as she drove the fire engine 
through pools of yellow light. If the night took this long to come on, 
how long would dawn take? Or would it be her and the streetlights 
forever? 

She stopped at the Friendly Bar-B-Q, the cheap end of town, and 
went into the inspiringly tacky tourist gift shop. She had once bought 
a set of printed tea towels here. Normally there would be dozens of 
parked space pods in the camping ground, but now there was 
nothing behind the rough wooden fence but collapsed tents and 
rubbish left behind in the rush to leave. 

Through a dusty window she saw the grey wolf in the open air 
barbecue area behind the shop. She was so grateful to see 
something else alive that she sagged against the glass. It glanced up 
with its yellow eyes, but Iris was barely visible behind the curtain. It 
went back to dragging a steak along the ground, worrying at it. 

The meat must have come from the packed fridges inside the grey 
breezeblock building. But they were still closed tight - so were the 
doors, for that matter - that wolf couldn't have got in. 

She found her green felt hat on the shop's counter, rather too 
chomped to wear. She stuffed it into her handbag along with 
everything else. 

Iris looked out the window again. The wolf had human hands. 
Perfectly formed, covered in the same rough grey fur as the rest of it, 
with neatly trimmed fingernails. As she watched it picked up a bit of 
steak from the dusty ground and pushed it into its mouth. 

‘It's you!’ she said out loud. 'Of course! You're the one Suneku is 
looking for! 

The wolf saw her and started to bark. It ran up to the door, woofing 
at the top of its lungs. 'Shut up, you wretched mutt!’ hissed Iris. 'You'll 
bring him down on top of both of us! 

She ran out the front, but as she stumbled towards the fire engine, 
Suneku stepped from behind it. His tiny nose twitched with 
amusement. 

‘Where's your magick, old woman?' he mocked:""ls this the best 
you can do?' He put a hand on the fire engine's smooth red side. 
‘There's no road that leads out of here.’ 

Iris started to protest, but he raised his wand, and she froze. 

‘You're only alive because we thought we could make some use of 
you: said Suneku. The grey wolf scampered up to him and licked his 
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hand. He scratched it between the ears. ‘But all you've done is 
wander about and make noise. You're useless.’ 

‘We'll see about that!’ Suneku's hand was glowing with lazy light - it 
was now or never. Iris plunged a hand into her bag, rummaging for 
the extinguisher. 

The darkness swelled suddenly. Both of them looked up at the sky, 
which was sliding through shades of royal blue to purple-black. 

Iris yelped as someone grabbed her wrists. She spun on the spot, 
but there was nobody there. She stared down at her arms. The 
stripes of her tiger-skin (oat were moving, like tree shadows seen 
from a car. The fabric was pinching and pulling at her skin, trying to 
rip itself free. 

‘Ahhhh!' Iris pulled off the coat, experiencing a moment of 
struggling horror as her arms got stuck in the sleeves. She flung it 
away. 

On the ground the coat gathered itself, growling in a deep, 
inhuman voice. 

It moved as though there was someone invisible inside it, pushing 
themselves Lip on unseen hands. Brightness came from somewhere 
inside the shape, as though all the light in the sky had drained into it. 

Iris backed away. 'l've had that coat for years! I've never seen 
behaviour like this from it before. What have you done to it?’ But 
Suneku looked almost as surprised as she was. 

The coat roared, the sound seeming to come from somewhere 
deep in the lining, and turned towards Suneku. He took a step 
backwards and brandished his wand, the tip already crackling with 
light - blue this time. Iris smelled soldering irons and jasmine. 

For a moment she thought the coat was protecting her, like a 
faithful old dog, but then Suneku asked it: 'What is it you want here? 
I've been sent to communicate with you. ' 

The coat reared up. Now its sleeves were sizzling with energy too, 
sparks moving down its faded stripes. 

The coat let loose an electrical ball that arced through the air 
towards Suneku. He batted it aside as though swatting a fly. 
Lightning seemed to fly from the footpath into the coat, making its 
worn hairs stand on end, blowing it up with energy like a balloon. 

The coat zoomed along the road. Suneku dodged out of its way. 
‘We must speak! he cried. 
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The tiger-skin jumped into the open cabin of the fire truck. Instantly 
the vehicle came to life, lights blazing, siren screaming, hoses 
unravelling and whipping the air. 

Suneku pointed his wand at the truck, but the words of his spell 
were lost in the roar of its engine. The tires crackled with blue light, 
letting off a smell of thunderstorms and burning rubber, and the 
whole thing rose into the air and started spinning around. Iris could 
see the coat in the cabin, waving its arms with glee, like a malevolent 
child. 

‘Stop! called Iris, waving her own arms. They'd had so many 
adventures together, one inside the other - wouldn't it regard her as 
its owner or at least a friendly face? 

The truck stopped its mad spinning with its nose pointed right at 
her. The 

coat hunched over the steering wheel. Or perhaps, thought Iris, 
swallowing hard, it thought of her as the person for whom its skin had 
been cut off. 

Suneku took the opportunity of the distraction to try another spell. 

Whatever he did, it snuffed out the light in the truck's wheels, 
sending il crashing back down onto the road. The coat stayed exactly 
where it was, up in the air, the vehicle just dropping away beneath it. 

There was a moment of terrific silence and stillness. 

The coat hurled itself at Suneku, baring teeth and claws made of 
electrical light, and in the same instant the grey wolf flew through the 
air and tackled the tiger-skin. 

They rolled together across the dusty ground, sparks flying out of 
them as though they were a pair of mating fireworks. Suneku and Iris 
glanced at each other over the top of the fray, neither of them daring 
to interfere. 

The wolf broke from the fight, spittle and blood flying from its lean 
body - its claws and teeth had made no impression on the coat at all. 
The garment danced a nasty, mocking jig in the air. Infused with 
magickal energy, it was invulnerable. 

‘Let me go: suggested Iris, ‘and I'll call it off.’ 

‘Don't be ridiculous!’ snarled Suneku. ‘It's going to kill us all!’ 

‘Time to cool things down!’ said Iris. She whipped out her ripped 
tights, blushingly stuffed them back into her bag, whipped out the fire 
extinguisher and gave the coat a blast, forcing it away from the wolf. 
Instantly Suneku dashed at the garment, but it made a sudden, 
tangled movement and loped away down the street. 


Page 179 of 243 


Wildthyme on Top 


The wolf lay whimpering on the ground, hugging itself with those 
unnerving hands. Iris crouched down beside it and helped it up. 'Are 
you all right, Fido?’ she asked. 'Ouch - look at your shoulder.’ She 
took a clean hanky out of her bag and pressed it to a deep scratch in 
the animal's upper arm. ‘It's not that bad, you see? And that's the 
worst of it. You'll be all right.’ The wolf stopped its frightened sounds, 
took the cloth from her hands, and held it to the wound itself. 

‘There, there; said Iris. The wolf licked her hand. Still holding the 
hanky to the scratch, it stood up, its hind legs unfolding. Now it stood 
on human feet, slender and naked. Moving gingerly, it walked down 
the street after the wizard. 

Iris tucked her hands under her arms; her silk blouse was no 
protection from the gathering night chill. She told herself to thiQ"k of it 
as just an overcast night, a new Moon. 

Upstaged by her own coat! 

At least it hadn't been the tights. 'Oh, no; said Iris softly. 

The street lights were going out. 'No!' 

Inarticulate panic gripped her. The vortex had gone out. The 
bedrock energy of space-time had guttered and died. 

Every light was dying. Each window blinked out like an eye closing, 
one after the other. The street lights popped off silently in strict 
marching order. When the last one went, Iris let out an awful cry that 
sounded in her own cars like the shrieking of a bat tangled in an 
electric wire. ‘I'm blind!’ she moaned. 

This was her terrible destiny: to be one of the handful of people in 
the whole universe who understood the catastrophe. The stars would 
be diminishing like dots on old television sets. There would be no 
more light, anywhere, ever again. 

Something bumped against her legs, breathing heavily. Iris let out 
a little shriek. It must be the wolf. Surely it was the wolf? 

She fumbled desperately in her handbag for her lighter, trying not 
to whimper, trying to keep her balance. Awkwardly, feeling her way, 
she sat down on the kerb and flicked the tiny flame into existence. 

The grey wolf sat a few feet away from her, almost invisible. She 
gestured with the lighter, but instead of moving into the feeble yellow 
light it backed away, into the pitch dark. 

‘Come back! Iris cried. ‘Don't leave me all alone!’ She could hear a 
weird shuffling noise out there, something like cloth being folded. She 
didn't dare get up to pursue it. 

‘Don't be afraid: said a voice. 
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Iris let out a strangled scream. 'Who's there?' She almost dropped 
the lighter. 

‘I'm Urufu,' said the voice. 'Now that the elemental has chosen a 
form, you can leave.' She could see the dim outlines of a nude man, 
with fair hair to his shoulders and striking yellow eyes as large as 
Suneku's had been. Her hanky was tied neatly on his upper arm. 'We 
saw this coming days ago, so we evacuated everyone. Whether they 
liked it or not!’ Urufu grinned toothily. 'Suneku and | stayed behind to 
negotiate with the elemental, however it manifested itself.’ 

‘You thought it would take me over!’ accused Iris. 'And then you 
could get rid of it - me!’ 

'Why would we want to do that? Suneku will just spin it flattery and 
promises until it calms down.' The young wizard shrugged. 'We 
couldn't destroy it if we wanted to. It is the source of all power.’ 

‘The same source of power as your magick, | Suppose; said Iris. 

'The eternal light of the moll,’ said the man, pointing at the sky. 
‘The bottomless well.’ 

‘It's not the universe that's dying!’ gasped Iris, with overwhelming 
relief. ‘It's the resort. It can't tap the vortex for energy anymore.’ 

Urufu grinned ruefully. "The moll's elemental power is done with 
being used as a cheap battery for this place. Suneku will assure it 
there won't be any more visitors.’ 

lris's shoulders slumped. 'No more Hard Place Resort. What a 
shame.' Urufu only shrugged. 

A ghostly face appeared behind the blonde man. 'Urufu. You have 
her safe,’ Suneku draped a black cloak around Urufu's shoulders. 
The young blond laughed, reaching up to squeeze his colleague's 
hand. In the flamelight Iris saw the back of Urufu 's hands were 
downed with pale grey hair. ‘It's time we were rid of her.’ 

‘Call that gratitude! Iris scolded the boys. 'What would have 
happened l1 | hadn't sacrificed one of my best fur coats?’ 

Tying a belt around the loose cloak, Urufu told Iris, 'Don't worry. 
His bark is much worse than his bite.’ 

The two men stepped apart, reached out, and interlaced their 
fingers. Al once light erupted around them, but it wasn't the violent 
crackling of the earlier magickal outbursts, just a pale silver glow that 
made Iris's eyes ache, ‘It's not enough: said Suneku. 'I can't find the 
way.’ He closed his dark eye in frustration. ‘I'm groping in the dark." 

‘Oh, good heavens; said Iris. 'Here, let me help.’ 
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She stepped up and slapped her own hands down on top of the 
young men's interlocked fingers. Her rings cracked against their 
knuckles, making them both go 'Ouch.' 

The moonlight aura leapt out to encompass her from head to toe, 
making her hair stand on end. At once she could see the Number 22 
to Putney Common, spinning around in the vortex like a plastic toy, a 
tiny Tom still at the wheel. She peered in through the tiny window, 
expecting to see her companion still battling the controls, but instead 
he'd given up and was chain-smoking, waiting for rescue. 

With a heavy sound, as though it had been dropped from a height, 
the bus appeared in the roadway. Its ageing body creaked and 
hissed for a moment, settling. The three of them stepped back from 
each other and turned to look up at the bus. 

Tom opened the door. 'What happened?" he said. 'It's like the belly 
of the whale. 

‘We must all go at once’ pronounced Suneku. ‘The air is growing 
stale.’ 

‘Is there someone out there with you?' called Tom. ‘Iris? | can't see 
a thing.’ 

‘Go!' said Suneku. 

‘And not so much as a word of thanks; grumbled Iris, climbing 
behind the wheel. Tom shut the door. 

Iris slammed her foot down on the accelerator, and the bus lifted 
up through the blackness. Below them, the tiny circle of light 
containing the two magicians vanished in an instant. For a long 
moment they were blind, as though rushing through clouds, and then 
they broke through the edge of the force field and burst into the blue 
and green and purple of the vortex. Iris's eyes watered with the 
sudden glare. The moil was still there, space-time was still there, the 
universe hadn't got a scratch, and its billions of people were just 
waiting for her to meet them. She couldn't help letting out a yawp. 

‘| hope you're not going to blame all that on my driving; said Tom. 


In the blind pupil of the Hard Place Resort, Suneku and Urufu fade 
like smoke, their fingers still locked together. 


Left behind, quite forgotten and wholly invisible, is the half-finished 
plate of rum balls. 
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The little confections grumble and mutter between themselves in 
the absolute silence. This won't do, this loose end, these leftovers. 

One by one, the rum balls roll themselves off the plate and onto 
the road. They munch their way up the pavement, stripping away the 
matter, revealing the pure vortex beneath. As they roll and eat they 
reproduce, until a mighty army of rum balls is rumbling across the 
resort, a hungry line stretched from one horizon to the next, neatly 
tucking away electrons, protons, and neutrons. 

Once they have polished off this grit in the pearl of the moil they 
themselves fade, throwing themselves gleefully back into its blue- 
green stream, dissipating like bubbles. 

You work with whatever tools are handy. Rough magic. 
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The Mancunian 
Candidate 


Lance Parkin 


Dazzlaria is a faraway land where the gold and ivory towers of the 
royal palace are reflected in the purple sea. There, kindly kings and 
quick-witted queens rule a pleased populace. The towns have 
winding streets where the shops all have shelves full of treasures. 
The taverns serve up the nicest warm beer you've ever tasted, but 
the real reason for going there is to find adventure - there's always 
someone there who will sell you a map or who's in need of sturdy 
men to go on a quest. The joyful subjects of Dazzlaria include men, 
yes, but also pixies, ogres, kobolds, ores, pucks, giants, goblins and 
troll folk. Then there are the nature spirits, every brook babbles with 
the voices of the water spirits, the land is suffused with the lofty 
discourse of the trees and the equivocation of the hedges. Most 
wonderful of all, though, all the animals and plants can speak, Iris 
told Tom. 

‘It sounds ... well, a bit twee,' he replied. 

‘This from someone who has the Bagpuss theme for a ringtone: 

‘And that society works, does it? | mean, how can it? What do they 
all eat, for one thing? Each other?’ Tom said. 'You've just described a 
nation of Hannibal Lecters.' 

‘They eat food, Tom: Iris said impatiently. "You may well ask why | 
mention Dazzlaria now. Well, we're heading there: 

‘Uh-huh.’ 

‘I'm going back to Dazzlaria. Oh, so many things happened the last 
time | was there.’ 

"You've not seen this week's heat lying around, have you?" 

D 

‘None of the seven books by Charleston Stanlift that make up the 
Chronicles of Dazzlaria does it justice. In fact, he did a great injustice 
to the magical land.’ 

‘| think it was over here.’ Tom said. 'I was reading the horoscopes 
before.’ 
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‘| went there following an encounter which was very, very 
interesting and will almost certainly prove pertinent to this current 
visit.’ 

‘| see.’ 

‘I'm glad you asked.’ Iris said cheerfully. As Tom went off to 
retrieve his magazine, Iris began ... 

This all started about eight years ago, in a most unexpected place. 
| think if | gave you seventy thousand guesses, you would never work 
out where this story starts. | had just arrived in Manchester - yes, that 
charming city in the north-west of England. My red London bus did 
look a little out of place among the lovely squared-off white and 
purple ones there, and as for the bold spearmint of the Metrolink 
carriages, well | was no competition. After a little difficulty with the 
one-way system, | found a place to park, down a back road near the 
CIS building. 

‘What a marvellous place! | exclaimed as | stepped out into the 
crisp winter air. 'Why, just down this one street, you can see a 
charming pub, the redbrick tower of a Victorian prison, a somewhat 
modest skyscraper, a brewery, a quaint railway station of 
cantilevered iron, a tram line, a velodrome, a vast new wedge of a 
building that reflects the slate grey sky, a theatre in the round. At the 
centre of it all, a square with giant metal windmills, a bridge made 
from twisted glass and the biggest telly I've ever seen.’ 

| carried on my joyful way. As | went, young men called out 
cheerfully to me, with their traditional local expressions - 'You look 
like a tranny’, 'You forgot your kecks' and 'What do you charge, 
love?'. There was a newspaper seller outside the railway station, 
hawking his wares with the cry 'Earring Noo’. My eye was caught by 
the headline.’ 


MYSTERY SQUIRREL CAUGHT ON CAMERA 


After buying a paper from him, | felt that the headline overplayed 
its hand a little - there was a blurry image of something that could 
well have been a squirrel. | wondered, though, just how mysterious a 
squirrel could be. 

| read the story. Three weeks ago, librarians at the Central Library 
had noticed strange things when they came to work every morning. 
Books would be moved, notepaper and pens would be missing, there 
would be a trail of tiny muddy footprints. Strangest of all, there would 
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be a small pile of half eaten acorns. A pair of them - librarians, that is, 
not acorns - had camped out one night, and claimed to have seen a 
large squirrel taking the books down and reading them. When 
challenged, the squirrel had apologised, then scurried away. The 
local papers had picked this story up, and apparently it had caught 
people's imaginations. My mother had always warned me not to talk 
to strange men, but she'd never mentioned squirrels. | decided there 
and then that | would try to make this creature's acquaintance. 

| found a board with a tourist map on it, and was delighted to learn 
that the Central Library was about five minutes away, even walking in 
high heels. As for the map, why, it was like the one at the front of The 
Lord of the Rings. Whenever there's a spot of cartography at the 
beginning of a story, the hero or heroine has to visit every single 
point and feature mentioned, it's the rules. 1 was looking forward to it. 
So many places to explore: the citadel of Arndale, the no-doubt- 
spectacular - possibly even hanging - Piccadilly Gardens, the 
Venetian splendour of Canal Street, the regal charm of Princess 
Street, the imperial grandeur of the Palatine Road. Then, further out, 
beyond the region of the mist and its endless fog, the evocative, 
rugged landscapes of Parr's Wood, Moss Side and Heaton Moor. 

The library was a large, round building, white in theory, greying a 
little in reality. There was quite a long queue, with about as many 
people again standing around looking at the line of people. A couple 
of film crews wandered around, happily getting shots of everyone. An 
enterprising young man had set up a stall selling stuffed toy squirrels, 
as well as badges, biros, T-shirts, rubbers, bookmarks and other 
scurelline merchandise. 

It took me half an hour to get into the library, during which time | 
chatted to the people around me, particularly a middle-aged man in 
front. Like a number of people in the queue, he was wearing a red 
football shirt with 'SQUIRREL 9' in big letters on the back and 
"YODAPHONE' in larger letters on the front. 

‘It's not every day you see a squirrel reading a book; he said. 

Even | couldn't disagree. On further interrogation, the man 
admitted he didn't believe that he was going to see the creature. He 
implied that only those on hallucinogens were likely to, and that was 
the explanation for the librarians seeing what they said they had. But 
the library was free to get into, he pointed out, and there was always 
the chance. He'd brought his digital camera, just in case. 
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There wasn't much reading, referring to, shelving, borrowing or 
stamping of books going on in the library today. We were all there for 
the squirrel, dozens of us, mostly employing methods that would 
have me running a mile if | was a woodland creature, | have to say. It 
was, unfortunately, a fruitless search. At five o'clock, we were all 
kicked out. It was getting dark outside, and | had the nagging feeling 
that I'd probably got a parking ticket, but | decided to stay behind. | 
snuck into the ladies' loo, and hid there until everyone went away - a 
tried and trusted tactic for any adventurer, as you know. | waited 
there for an hour or so, then emerged. 

The reading room was as | remembered it from an hour before. 
‘Fancy that; said Tom, archly. 

‘Don't confuse the narrative, this is already a story within a story.’ | 
warned my companion. 

Observing the library now, there were two differences _ the 
absence of people and the presence of the squirrel. He was about 
three-feet tall, and dressed in a plaid waistcoat. He had a beard and 
thick reading glasses. ‘And who might you be?' he asked, in a public 
school accent. 

‘Iris Wildthyme; | said. 

‘Is that your real name? Extraordinary.’ 

‘And you are?’ 

‘My name,’ he said, huffing himself up, ‘is Bobbins Squirrel.’ 

'| believe.’ interrupted Tom, ‘that it was Wittgenstein who said that 
even if an animal could speak our language, we wouldn't understand 
what it said.’ 

‘And | believe, Tom, that a "C" in A level Philosophy is no 
substitute for an adventurous spirit. How did you get here?’ 

'Me?' asked Tom. 'I jumped on what | thought was an ordinary 
London bus, only to discover _' 

‘Not you. Sorry, Bobbins Squirrel, you will have to forgive my 
companion.’ 

‘Don't worry about it.’ the bearded squirrel said. 'As for me, | got 
here in the most extraordinary way.’ | lost myself in a good book. | 
was going to work one morning, stopped off at the library on the way, 
and then | found myself falling through a book into this strange land’. 

| considered this for a moment. 'It does happen,’ | conceded, ‘and 
more often than you'd think. It's why some books have locks on them, 
or come in slipcases. Tell me exactly what happened’ 
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| realised then that there was going to be a story within a story 
within a story, at the very least. 'It can be awfully confusing having a 
shifting viewpoint in a first-person narrative.’ Iris added thoughtfully. 

Bobbins Squirrel began: 

| found myself here in the library. It was a lot like the libraries at 
home. It smelled different, that was the first thing | noticed. No 
provision for anyone but human beings, either _ no chairs for the 
animal folk. And it was very quiet. It was night time, but where were 
the nocturnal creatures? Why hadn't the bookworms come out of 
their bindings? At the very least you'd think the candlesticks, filing 
cards and some of the more lively hardbacks would be performing 
some musical number, wouldn't you? It's difficult to concentrate in a 
library, | always find, unless someone's singing in rhyme. 

Iris nodded. 

Later | would learn that libraries here served a different purpose. In 
my world, if you want to read a newspaper but you're too mean to 
buy one, or to read large-print books or befriend tramps, there's 
literally nowhere you can do it. 

‘And where are you from?’ Iris asked. 

'‘Dazzlaria _ a faraway land where the gold and ivory towers of the 
royal palace are reflected in the purple sea. There _' 

'Yes, I've heard of it.’ Iris said, although she hadn't really at that 
point, and was only saying so to avoid repetition. 

So, after a look around the library | went outside and had a bit of 
an explore. At first, of course, | was a bit confused. Manchester was 
like the real world, but strange. You couldn't see the Man in the 
Moon's face. The trees didn't speak _ | thought they were being rude 
at first, because trees can be like that. At night, the toys stayed 
where they were left. It just wasn't natural. The Chinese food and the 
Cornerhouse are good, though, and it's got a better gay scene. 

'So you couldn't get back?’ 

'No. But I've occupied myself; | said, going on to explain that I'd 
read every book in the self-help and business studies sections. 'I 
could get you home in my bus, ' | said. 

'Hang on.’ said Tom, 'weren't we _ ?' 

'Tom's right.’ | replied. 'We're still on my bit.’ 

‘As you were,’ Iris said, a little embarrassed. 

| waited in the library while Iris brought the bus round, and then 
she drove me off to Dazzlaria. Luckily, | knew the way. And that 
brings us up to date. 'So, Tom, what do you think?’ Iris asked. 
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‘Well, | Knew it wouldn't last. He did nothing but drink, apparently. 
She's found comfort in the arms of her good pal. Someone nearer 
her own age.’ | put the magazine down. 'Sorry, | lost track of all that 
squirrel stuff.’ 

But | should have listened, in hindsight. 

‘So, Tom, that's how you ended up here?' the Badger asked. 

Tom nodded. 'Yes, that's my story. Er, and Iris's and Bobbins 
Squirrel's stories were in there, too, of course. Sorry about the slip in 
narration, it was a bit like ending a sentence by closing off three sets 
of brackets, but it couldn't be helped.’ 

‘What's the moral of the story?’ the Badger wondered. 'You can't 
end a story without a clear moral. Preferably in italics.’ 

Tom thought about it for a moment. ‘Because | was more 
interested in reading my magazine and listening to my iPod, | missed 
the background information. So, when we landed in Dazzlaria, well, 
following an avoidable misunderstanding, | quickly ended up here in 
the deepest darkest dungeon. So | guess the moral of the story is ... 
hold on ... "always listen to Iris, even when she's talking drivel".' 

'We don't like the word "dungeon", Tom, we prefer "government- 
run 

re-education camp". 

‘Okay ...' 

The Badger looked around the other young inmates. They were 
four little mice in prison-issue coveralls. 'Alex, Pete, Georgie and Dim 
are persistent offenders. What did you do, my mousy little lads?’ 

'We stole cheese.’ Alex squeaked. 

‘From the Cheesernaker,’ Pete added. ‘Every night,’ Georgie 
pipped in. 

‘On the stroke of four,’ Dim finished. 

The Badger nodded. 'Now, | think we can get you to disengage 
from the cheese-stealing paradigm. What we need to do is, and | 
want to include you in this, Tom, | think we should do a little role play, 
a little workshop, as a team.' Tom winced. 'Do you have a rack or 
thumbscrews instead? It's just that | _' 

Badger wagged his finger disapprovingly. ‘There's no "I" in 
"mouses", 

Tom. We have to address this issue together.’ 

‘I'm not a mouse,' Tom pointed out. 

"You're close enough for the purposes of this exercise.’ 
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‘I've never stolen cheese in my life’. This was not strictly true, but it 
had been a long time ago, and a long way away. 

"You're a criminal, Tom’. 

‘This really isn't my thing.’ 

‘Before New Bobbins came to power, back in the days of Good 
King Jason we used to execute every criminal, however minor the 
crime. Wasteful. Now, under this method, the Badgering Technique, 
we have lowered the reoffender rate by _' 

Tom raised an eyebrow. 'New Bobbins?’ 

‘Yes’. 

‘Would he be a three-foot talking squirrel by any chance?’ 

‘That's right’. 

‘With a bushy beard and spectacles? Speaks like he swallowed 
plums at Eton?’ 

The Badger guffawed. ‘Hardly. Clean shaven and with squirrelly, 
honest eyes. And he's got a charming Manchester accent, you know, 
like Oasis or Terry Christian. He's a rodent of the people’. 

Tom slumped. ‘Sorry, | thought | might know him. | wonder where 
Iris is?’ 

A paragraph break and twenty. leagues away, Iris was lost in the 
Golden Wood. Here, it was always autumn, never summer or winter. 
She'd wandered for about three hours. Now, though, she found a 
telephone box just sitting in a forest clearing. 

She eagerly entered, then realised she didn't have money or a 
number to ring. The sign said that if you needed to know any number 
_ even that of directory enquiries _ you could ring directory enquiries. 
No one had spotted the flaw in this plan, but Iris worked it out within 
just a few minutes. Looking around the interior of the phone box, 
trying to ignore the smell, something caught her eye. Nestled among 
the prozzies' cards and offers to earn up to three gold groats a week 
working from home was a small poster. It showed a squirrel with a 
sincere smile. The caption underneath read: 'GOOD KING JASON'S 
NO GOOD: VOTE FOR NEW BOBBINS'. 

The squirrel reminded her of someone, but she couldn't think who. 
She plucked the flyer and pocketed it. 

She picked up the phone receiver and dialled a number at random. 

A cat answered it. 'Meow. Thank you for calling directory enquiries. 
My name is... er ... Steve. I'm a human, honest. Meow. Meow.’ 

'Er ... could you get me the number for the palace?’ 

‘| don't understand.’ Steve purred. 'But if you scratched my ears ... ' 
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‘You could connect me directly.’ 

‘Meow. Meow. Feed me. Bored now.’ There was the sound of a 
catflap clattering and the phone rang off. 

Iris hung up the receiver, and turned round. There was a large man 
with In even larger axe. He was seven feet tall, with a beard that was 
about six feet long in its own right. The man wore a bright brown 
jerkin and light black trousers. 

Iris screamed. 

‘What's the matter, miss?’ the woodsman asked gently. ‘Nothing.’ 
Iris said, composing herself. 

‘Have you finished with the phone?’ 

‘| have.’ She stepped out. 

"You don't mind looking after my axe, do you?’ He handed Iris the 
axe. 

As she picked herself up, the woodsman was inside the booth, 
dialling a number. Soon he was having a hearty conversation with 
someone. He was the first person Iris had seen since Tom had gone 
wandering off, and so _ with nothing better to do _ she decided to 
wait for him to finish his chat. Besides, she was looking after his axe 
for him. 

Four or five minutes later he emerged. "Thanks, miss.’ he said, 
picking up the axe. 

'Er ... could | have a word?’ Iris asked. 'It must get very lonely out 
in the woods all day, and I'm sure you could do with a conversation.’ 

‘Gad, no.’ the woodsman laughed. 'I used to work at directory 
enquiries. 

I've spoken to quite enough people for one lifetime. Even though 
there is only one telephone in the entire kingdom.’ 

‘Do you mind answering a couple of questions?’ Iris asked 
hopefully. 'Of course; the woodsman said. 

‘The last time | was here, it was the reign of Good King Jason, a 
lovely little lad. What happened to him?’ 

‘New Bobbins came along. He said that Dazzlaria deserved a 
better government than an absolute monarchy run by a nine-year-old 
from another world who rubbed a magic ring he found in his 
grandmother's attic, came here and got crowned for no obvious 
reason. Following the most hard-fought election campaign of modern 
times, New Bobbins was appointed ruler and ever since then, 
Dazzlaria has been transformed. He's a local lad, you know. Grew up 
in the Golden Wood. Although none of us can actually remember 
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that. I'm the same age as him, according to his website, you'd think 
we'd have been at the same school. There was a squirrel there, but 
he was a squinty eyed, fuzzy-chinned fellow. Not like New Bobbins. 
He's a genius. madam.’ 

'A genius?" 

‘Well, yes. Take directory enquiries. It always used to be manned 
by people like me, but he realised that if he outsourced it to the Isle 
of Cats, it would save over twenty gold groats a year for the city 
treasury.’ 

Iris remembered her recent encounter with directory enquiries. ‘| 
was ju~1 on the phone to them. The problem with cats is they don't 
have a terribly good telephone manner.’ 

‘They're not cats, they're people. The name of the place is a bit 
misleading, | grant you.’ 

‘They sound like cats,’ Iris said, a little suspicious. 

‘| assure you, they're not. There would be a substantial amount of 
customer resistance to taking a job from a human and giving it toa 
cat. And I'm happy in my new life, even if the hours are longer and 
the money's only minimum wage.’ 

'What does a woodsman do all day, then?’ Iris asked. 

The woodsman shrugged. ‘I'm not sure. You can't cut trees down _ 
they're older and wiser than we are, and so they hired good lawyers. 
New Bobbins gave me an axe and a generous subsidy, and left me 
to it. I'm due all inspection come Midwinter Morn, but ... well, it's 
always autumn here, so | don't think it's imminent.’ 

Iris left the woodsman in his wood. He had given her directions to 
the Main Municipal Palace, the seat of power of the mysterious 
Bobbins Squirrel. The woodsman had told her that he suspected 
Tom had gone this way, unless he was fond of trees. The woodsman 
assured Iris that it was no more than an hour's walk. 

A little mental arithmetic, and Iris worked out that an hour's walk 
would take about seven minutes in the bus. The trees were in their 
autumn beauty, the woodland paths were dry, and so it was pretty 
easy going. Sure enough, soon she was out of the woods, driving 
along a charming cobbled road _ a bumpier ride than the forest path, 
but she didn't mind so much. 

Now she was out in the open, she could remember much of the 
local geography from the time she'd dropped off Bobbins Squirrel. 
Such a nice fellow. She wondered what had become of him. 
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Dazzlaria stretched out before her. The wiggly coastline down the 
right-hand side, with its fjords, peninsulas and islets. The squiggly 
rivers, the patch that looked like bristles, but which Iris assumed was 
probably meant to be marshland, and _ of course _ the jagged 
mountains blocking the way up north. It was liberally dotted with ruins 
and towns. The most impressive single feature, though, was the giant 
Compass Fountain in the north west, great gold arrow pointing up, 
mosaic tiles glinting in the sunlight, Iris drove her bus towards the 
spires and towers of Dazzlaria City, on the east coast, drawing 
admiring glances from the gnomes, pixies and various other types 
who were going about their business. Checking the leagueometer, as 
she passed through the city gates, she discovered she'd travelled 
nearly twenty leagues. 

Little had changed. The main difference was that there were a lot 
of giant portraits and epic statues of New Bobbins. His smiling, 
honest face was painted on the end of every terrace. The main 
market had a vast sculpture, taller than any of the surrounding 
buildings, that showed a multi-armed New Bobbins slaying a deficit, 
signing a new mermaid fishing quota, arranging private finance for a 
new troll bridge and privatising the Thieves' Guild. It wasn't to Iris's 
taste, but it got the message across. New Bobbins grinned down 
benevolently. Iris parked the bus in the shadow of his bushy bronze 
tail and began her quest for Tom. 

'Have you seen my companion?’ she asked a passing horse. 'He 
looks just like me, except he's tall and dark, he's a man, he wouldn't 
have been driving a bus and his manner of dress is fairly somber ... ' 

The horse nodded. 'He was down this way an hour or so ago,' he 
brayed. 'Caused a bit of a fuss. He was looking for a tavern, and Jim 
the Farmer's Son gave him a list. Your friend went to a place for fairy 
folk, but ... well, no sooner had he got there, then he got into a fight 
with an elf. Heaven knows what he said to offend the honour of such 
a mild-mannered fellow as Abbafan Girlyface.’ 

‘Tom baffles me at times; Iris admitted. 'What happened after that?’ 

‘Well, the constabulary came along and took your pal away. He'd 
have been sent for trial, found guilty and thrown in the re-education 
camp by now.’ 

The re-education camp wasn't hard to find. It was an imposing, 
windowless tower made from grey brick, liberally decorated with 
gargoyles and crenellations. There was only one way in, a huge 
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wooden gate. There were no guards, but there was a large brass 
doorknocker, which was huffing and puffing to itself. 

'Good afternoon; Iris began. 

‘Miss.’ the knocker clattered in a West Country accent. 'I think a 
friend of mine is in there. Tom?’ 

The knocker rattled to itself, deep in thought. 'Came here twenty 
minutes ago, miss. He's going to get a good Badgering.’ 

Iris refrained from making a joke about prison life, as this was a 
serious situation, and she had to retain gravitas. Adjusting her boa 
and tilting her trilby to a less jaunty angle, she asked if she could be 
allowed to see Tom. ‘First, rndear, you must answer a riddle.’ 

Iris braced herself. 'l'm good at that sort of thing. Go on.’ 

The knocker cleared his brass throat and began. 'My first is in gold 
but not in golden. My third is the queen of diamonds. I'm found under 
the ground and over the sea. | only speak lies on a Thursday. My 
face sounds like a sad fish, but four down is half a cloudburst wide. 
Sally lives at number three, wears a yellow hat and has a pet dog. 
The longest side is twelve centimeters long, the largest angle is 
ninety-two degrees. Reverse the whole to get my second. | left three 
stations, at seven and at five, travelling at two leagues an hour in 
different directions. In all, I'm three letters long, but contain the whole 
world and everything in it. So what am I?’ 

‘You're a gibbering idiot.’ Iris said, after some contemplation. 
‘Sorry, miss, that's the wrong answer. The answer is "a key". 

‘Explain why.’ 

'No. Now, you can't try again until next New Year's Day, which will 
be in about three years’ time.’ 

‘But it'll be the same riddle then?’ 

‘It will, give or take. | might change some of the details, by accident 
or 

design, but the answer will still be "a key". It always is.’ 

Iris checked her Swatch. 'I don't think | can wait three years.’ 

‘No real choice on that one, rna’arn. Rules is rules.’ 

‘What if | went to see New Bobbins?" 

The knocker clicked enthusiastically. 'Oh, if New Bobbins says you 
can come in, you can come in, rna'am,' 

So Iris headed up to the Main Municipal Palace. 

New Bobbins was in his council chamber, looking into his full- 
length mirror. As it had been made for his lousy predecessor Good 
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King Jason, it was two feet taller than he needed it to be. It made 
New Bobbins look very small, and he hated that. 

‘Mirror consultant, please issue a discussion document for my 
perusal: who is the greatest senior grade manager in Dazzlaria?’ 

'Why, it is you, Bobbins Squirrel.’ the mirror said breathlessly. 

‘Don't call me that.’ the squirrel hissed. 'Don't ever call me that. I'll 
smash you in half.’ 

‘Seven years' bad luck.’ the mirror reminded him. 'Damn you! the 
squirrel spat back. 

‘There's someone to see you.’ the mirror announced. ‘Show me.’ 

It was a woman. One he would have recognised even if she hadn't 
been wearing the same lime green miniskirt and pink high heels as 
last time. 

‘Iris Wildthyrne,’ New Bobbins said. 'What's she doing here?’ 

He had Iris brought in, covering over the magic mirror with a sheet 
as she 

made her way upstairs. 

‘Do | have the pleasure of addressing New Bobbins?’ she asked. 

He hopped over to her in squirrelly s-shaped bounds. 'Iris.’ he said. 
"You know my name?’ 

New Bobbins hesitated. 'Yes ... ' 

‘Do you know what I'm doing here?’ 

New Bobbins hesitated. 'No...' _.... 

'A friend of mine, Tom, has been unfairly imprisoned here. If you 
release him, I'll take him away and promise not to bother you again.’ 

New Bobbins's mind raced. Game theory states that you place a 
value on each outcome, and on the cost of achieving it. It was rarely 
this easy to work out which course of action to take. His acute 
political instincts sensed a trap. 'If | release your companion, you'll go 
away?’ he clarified. 

'Yes. While I'm here, can | just congratulate you on such a well-run 
land? 

You weren't around last time | was here, were you?’ 

New Bobbins smiled. ‘just wait here, miss. Guards!’ He 
disappeared off into the depths of his palace. 

Tom was bored in his cell. 

He called the gaoler, a particularly stupid-looking weasel, over. 

‘| think you should let me out.’ he said. 'If | was allowed to wander 
around the prison, I'd see lots of other criminals and this would really 
aid, er, me in contextualising my guilt,’ 
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The weasel looked suspicious. 'Go on... ' 

‘Well, | Know that | need to think smart about my future life 
opportunities. 

By examining worst practice cases, | could refocus on my core 
values.’ 

‘It all makes sense so far. But how do | know you can be trusted 
not to just run away?' 

Tom looked offended. "There have to be two sides to the trust coin, 
or it's not worth the paper it's printed on.’ 

The weasel nodded. ‘You're right, of course.’ He unlocked the 
door. 'Return to your cell when you feel you've learned enough.’ 

Tom hurried away. He'd been here less than two hours, but he'd 
already attended so many workshops, seminars and encounter 
groups that he knew his way around. He made a beeline for the exit, 
a set of imposing gates. 

After that ... well, spotting Iris was never that difficult. 

'Here, you African person.’ an echoing, tinny voice called out from 
one of the cages. 

Tom turned round, ready to give a piece of his mind. 

Behind the bars was someone wearing ermine robes and a crown, 
and an iron mask. It was hard to judge his age because of all that, 
but he looked like a young man, a boy really _ he couldn't be more 
than about seventeen. 

''m Good King Jason,’ he said. ‘Rightful ruler of Dazzlaria. | was 
deposed 

by a cruel tyrant, the evil New Bobbins.’ 

"You could be anyone underneath that mask; Tom countered. 

The young lad faltered. 'If you've got an old groat piece, I'm on 
those.’ 

Tom checked his pocket. 'I've only got euro.’ 

‘Well, I'm not wearing the mask on the coins, anyway.’ 

‘Yeah, I've been meaning to ask about that.’ 

‘It was New Bobbins.’ the young man began, 'he _' Tom sat back 
and listened to another story. 

Iris was getting bored. There was very little to do here. There was 
a mysterious item covered in a sheet in one corner and some 
impressive looking bookcases, but to investigate them, she'd have to 
get up, and she'd done quite enough walking for one day. Iris fished 
around in her pockets, finding two things: a chunky marker pen and 
the New Bobbins flyer she'd liberated from the phone box. 
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‘Stupid squirrel.’ she said. ‘Let's see what you look like now ... ' 

She doodled a thick pair of glasses onto the picture of New 
Bobbins. 'Ha!' 

she said, triumphant at her little act of subversion. It didn't feel like 
enough, though. After a moment's thought, she scrawled on a big 
thick beard. 

The head of the guards, a weasel, came in, with a veritable army 
of weasel soldiers. 

‘Sorry for the delay, miss, but we're having a little trouble finding 
your companion.’ 

Iris looked up from her doodling. 'You can't have lost him.’ 

‘They haven't!’ Tom declared, emerging from a secret panel in the 
bookcase. Behind him was a boy in an iron mask and fur robes. 

‘Don't even tell me what you've been getting up to, Tom. Honestly, 
you're lucky _ it's still a crime in most magic lands.’ 

‘Fear not, young lady.’ his friend said, the mask clearly obscuring 
his vision, his voice muffled and echoing for the same reason, 'I am 
Good King Jason, rightful ruler of Dazzlaria.’ 

The assembled weasels gasped. 

New Bobbins bounced back into the room. ‘I'm sorry for the delay, 
Miss Wildthyme. My government has recently contracted out the 
prison guard duties to a consortium of weasels, and _' 

All eyes turned to New Bobbins. 

‘What on Earth is going on?’ Iris wondered. She glanced down at 
the flyer. 'Do you have a brother, by the way?’ 

‘The great New Bobbins has no brothers, he is an only child; one of 
the weasels said. ‘Indeed, he's the only squirrel who has ever lived.’ 

Iris nodded. 'Fair enough. It's just. .. well, | try not to forget a face. | 
wish | 

could work it out, but it's more of a puzzle than the riddle of the 
sphinx.’ 

‘We could ask the magic mirror: said Good King Jason. 

The weasels agreed vocally to the idea, pointing to the corner of 
the room. Iris got up and removed the sheet from the mirror. Pausing 
to admire 

herself for a moment, she remembered the business of the day. 

‘Mirror, mirror on the floor ... why do | get a terrible sense of deja 
vu when | see New Bobbins?' 

‘Because, Iris, New Bobbins is Bobbins Squirrel; the mirror intoned 
solemnly. 
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There was a collective gasp from the weasels, Iris and New 
Bobbins himself. 

'Yes, it's true.’ Bobbins Squirrel _ for it was he _ said, clutching his 
head in his paws. 'I learned so much in Manchester. Sitting ~ere, 
night after night, examining the latest concepts in marketing and 
public/private partnerships. | realised how these theories could be 
applied to my native land. Each night, | sat there plotting my return.’ 

'You were an exile?’ Tom asked. 

'No, a mere, ordinary talking squirrel. One who saw blatant 
mismanagement, poor working conditions and a shocking disregard 
for animal rights issues. One who dreamt of a better land.’ 

'So you seized power.’ Iris sighed. 'Always the same story _ some 
power- 

crazed squirrel goes to a northern industrial city, fills his head with 
Dale Carnegie and Deepak Chopra MD, returns home blinded to the 
needs of his people, concerned only with a fanatical desire to make 
friends and influence people.’ 

'Wait a second.’ Bobbins Squirrel said, 'we had an election. There 
was an eighty per cent turnout and | got ninety-one per cent of the 
vote. The SNP did better than Good King Jason.’ 

'He's the rightful King.’ Iris replied. "You don't vote for kings. You 
lied to the electorate about your true identity.’ 

‘| didn't lie _ | shaved my beard off and got contact lenses.’ 
Bobbins Squirrel objected. ‘Politics is about reform and hope, not 
image, but sometimes to get your message across _' 

‘But you really have a beard.’ one of the weasels pointed out, to 
general agreement. 

‘That's nonsense. | don't have a beard. Look at the hair on my 
chinny chin chin.’ 

'We don't like people changing around here, sir.’ another one of the 
weasels said. 'Except when it's to restore the status quo. Say a 
wicked warlock had cast a spell of misery over the land. We wouldn't 
mind if that was changed. Or our children had been turned into 
dragons. Reverse that, no problem.’ 

"You shouldn't change things.’ said Good King Jason, ‘only change 
things back.’ 

‘You are well named, Good King Jason,’ yet another weasel 
opined. 

‘Take this squirrel away! the captain of the guard ordered. 
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Good King Jason patted Iris on the back. 'Don't worry, Miss 
Wildthyme, as King, | always knew how to treat beastly criminals. 
This lying squirrel will get what's coming to him.’ 

And the Moon rose over the horizon that night with a new smile on 
his face. As he beamed down, he saw Iris and Tom returning to the 
bus, jumping onboard and continuing on to their next adventure. And 
Virtually all the people of Dazzlaria lived happily ever after. 
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Iris and Irregularity 


Jacqueline Rayner 


lt is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in 
possession of a good fortune must be in want of a drink. 

This, at least, was the view of Mrs Wild thyme, as expressed to Mr 
Pemberley. It was followed by a swift elbow to the ribs, a cry of, 
'Good one, eh?', and the offer of spirits. 

Mr Pemberley's love of propriety would not let him accede to this, 
but his inclination otherwise was shewn in his countenance - Mrs 
Wildthyme had the not enviable quality of making those forced into 
her intimate acquaintance greatly desire strong liquor. 

The occasion of her remarks was the ball at Leatherbury, and it is 
true that many mothers had bade their daughters catch the eye of Mr 
Pemberley, who had recently succeeded to his estate on the death of 
an uncle. More than one young lady had, however, cause to pity 
themselves, as they found their dance cards filling with little prospect 
of a space remaining for Mr Pemberley, was he to ever approach 
them. 

The mothers eyed Mrs Wildthyme with much suspicion. She was 
known to be a doctor's widow - a learned man - or at least such had 
been taken from her conversation; while Mrs Wildthyme was willing 
to talk long and often about herself, often there was a reluctance to 
furnish enquirers with the details as to exact time and place that they 
desired, or when such detail was given it seemed scarcely credible. 
As they did not want to believe a woman of such income and such 
society - she spoke familiarly of Court - would mislead them, they 
chose to believe that she suffered from an eccentricity of mind. Thus 
were many things explained about her conduct. 


Mrs Wildthyme was known to have no child but a ward, and a male 
ward at that, and so could not hope to gain Mr Pemberley for a 
daughter of her own, and from what was known did not even have 
nieces to consider. The person who felt this the hardest was Mrs 
Grant, who had two daughters still unmarried. She said to her sister, 
Mrs Price, that it was really too bad of Mrs Wildthyme to behave so; 
had she no consideration for other people? Mrs Price reminded her 
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sister again of Mrs Wildthyme's fortune and connections, and 
moreover of her ward with thirty thousand a year, not to mention his 
prospects, and that one day he might visit the country. 

Mrs Grant sighed, but took to imagining her first daughter as Mrs 
Pemberley, and her second as Mrs Thomas _ for such was the name 
of Mrs Wildthyme's ward. 

‘For if he comes here there is no other girl who would suit him half 
as well as Julia _ always assuming Mary to be already engaged.’ 

‘And indeed, if only once Mr Pemberley would look at Mary, then 
why! there would be no question of it; cried Mrs Price, who, having 
no daughters of her own, was quite as devoted to the cause of her 
nieces as was her sister. 

The miss Grants would not have been surprised to hear these 
plans, as their mother had often chosen to speak of them in their 
presence. Both, being romantics, were determined to marry for love 
only, but being devoted to the best kind of romantic works, knew that 
where love came, fortune was sure to follow. Their mother, who had 
been pleased to marry ten thousand pounds a year, knew that the 
reverse was true. 

Watching Mr Pemberley talking to Mrs Wildthyme and no other 
was causing Mrs Grant to experience such agitation that it might 
almost have been physical pain. 'Mary, you and Julia must 
endeavour to join the conversation; she said to her eldest daughter. 
‘Once he but hears you speak, he will be charmed and ask you to 
dance.’ 

‘We cannot do such a thing! said Mary, scandalised. 

‘You prefer to disobey your mother?’ said Mrs Grant, her words 
causing distress to her daughter, who tried at all times to honour her 
parents. "There, look, Mr Pemberley has left Mrs Wildthyme. You 
may join her now with no hint of impropriety.’ 

Mr Pemberley had indeed turned away _ it was Mary's suspicion 
that Mrs Wildthyme had sent him in search of wine. 

‘But if Mr Pemberley has left her, what am | to gain by speaking 
with Mrs Wildthyme?' Mary enquired. She shivered. 'She-frightens 
me, with her strange talk of "double-decker buses" and "snakebite 
and black" and "cami knickers".' 

But Mrs Grant reminded her that even if Mr Pemberley did not 
reappear, there was Mrs Wildthyme's ward and his thirty thousand to 
consider, so the acquaintance was well worth it. 
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Somewhat nervously, Mary made her way over to Mrs Wildthyme, 
and endeavoured to be drawn casually into conversation. This 
proved easier than 

hoped, as Mrs Wildthyme was engaged in throwing small cakes in 
the air and attempting to catch them in her mouth. Such a subject 
leads itself well to a conversational opening, as one can easily 
congratulate or commiserate with the catcher. 

‘Good day to you, Mrs Wildthyme; said Mary, applauding a fine 
catch. 'Ey up, chuck; replied Mrs Wildthyme. 'Care for a cake? What | 
really fancy is a Snickers, but of course there's none to be had. 
These are all right, though.’ 

Mary accepted a cake, but forbore to follow Mrs Wildthyme's 
example, instead taking a dainty nibble. It seemed to Mary, looking 
around, that Mr Pemberley had actually been on the verge of joining 
them, but that at the last moment he changed his mind and headed 
in another direction, leaving Mrs Wildthyme with her tongue hanging 
out for the glass of wine he was carrying. At that moment, Julia 
joined them. 

'Wotcha, Jules,’ said Mrs Wildthyme. "Ere, where does he think 
he's off to? 

Doesn't he know I'm fairly gagging for it? The wine, | mean; she 
added, sticking her elbow into Julia's ribs. Julia inhaled sharply. ‘Not 
that I'd say no to a bit of the other; carried on Mrs Wildthyme, gazing 
Wistfully at Mr Pemberley as he retreated from them. 'I mean, have 
you seen the arse on that?’ 

'Oh, yes; Julia agreed politely. 

Nevertheless, further conversation showed it to be the case that 
neither Julia nor Mary had any great opinion of Mr Pemberley, 
despite his assets; it seemed to them that he was excessively proud, 
for they could think of no other reason for his refusing to dance with 
anyone. They wondered at his having accepted an invitation to the 
ball at all. 

‘Something going on there; was Mrs Wildthyme's opinion. 'I mean, 
all these young besoms throwing themselves at him, or near as 
makes no odds, any red-blooded rnale'd be out there tripping the 
light fantastic soon as winking. | don't think he's you know _ although 
it is usually the good-looking ones in my experience, more's the pity. 
Maybe he's got two left feet, poor duck, not that that usually stops 
‘em boogying on down.’ 
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Mary and Julia essayed their opinion that Mr Pemberley was too 
proud to dance with them _ Mrs Wildthyme found great amusement 
in this. ‘Too proud!’ she cried. 'Perhaps it's that you're prejudiced, eh? 
Eh? Perhaps he just needs a little persuasion? If you show a little bit 
of sense, maybe he'll overcome his sensibilities!’ She laughed to 
herself heartily for some minutes, pausing only to murmur under her 
breath something that sounded like, 'Man feeled ... no no, man's 
feeled ... man's felt. .. no, that doesn't work’. Finally she shook her 
head and turned her attention back to Mary and Julia. 'Now, your 
problem is, yer going completely the wrong way about this. | dare say 
you're the nicest girls in the room; | think yer both smashers. But 
what does a bloke see? A load of pretty faces and heaving bosoms, 
and what's there to chuse between them? Now, if you'd only go over 
and introduce yourselves, crack a joke or two, give him your phone 
number _' 

It was hard to say whether shock or confusion was uppermost in 
their minds. On balance, Mrs Wildthyme decided it was probably 
shock, and she thought to give them comfort. 'Look, | wouldn't worry 
about that Pemberley bloke. Chances are he's married already, they 
often are. Now listen, if you two are really set on getting blokes of 
your own, I've just had a doozy of an idea .. .' 

It was regrettable that Mrs Wildthyme's voice should be somewhat 
more strident than the delicate tones of the other ladies in the room. 
Although her conversation was addressed to Mary and Julia Grant 
only, a portion of it was heard by the nearby Mrs Smith, who had 
been watching the miss Grants' efforts to be close to Mr Pemberley 
with some amusement; the last of her four girls had recently been 
married to the first son of an earl, and she was inclined to think 
herself superior in consequence. By an unfortunate chance, it was 
the words 'Pemberley', ‘married already’ and 'doozv.’ that made their 
way to her ears, and it was these that she passed on to Miss Thorpe, 
who passed them on to Mrs Alien, who passed them on to Mrs Price, 
who passed them on, with deep regret, to Mrs Grant. 

It was Mrs Grant's painful duty to then pass them on to her 
daughters. 'My dears, it will be a sad disappointment to you, | know; 
she said, ‘as it is a sad disappointment to me, and it is not even as if 
we know anything of this Miss Doozy. She can have no family.’ 

‘| cannot say it is a surprise; said Julia. 'Mrs Wildthyme suspected 
as much.’ 


Page 203 of 243 


Wildthyme on Top 


‘It is of Mrs Wildthyme that | must now speak; said her mother. 'For 
there is still her ward to be considered. | do not believe that even the 
son of an earl' - and here she glanced across at Mrs Smith - 'has as 
much as thirty thousand pounds!" 

‘It is this we came to tell you!’ said Mary. 'Mrs Wildthyme has bade 
us visit her. We came to ask your permission.’ 

'We hoped, perhaps, that you would not grant it; added Julia. 'For | 
cannot think at all well of her. She wants us to have both "girls' nights 
out" and "girls' nights in", and talks of feeding us a hot, flat bread 
covered in sliced vegetables and cheeses.’ 

But their mother mentioned again the ward and his thirty thousand 
pounds, and it was arranged that they should be the guests of Mrs 
Wildthyme for a period of no less than four weeks. 

Mrs Wildthyme had been so excessively generous as to send her 
carriage for the girls, and they were received by the lady herself as 
they descended the step. Mary and Julia were greatly cheered by 
their first sight of Mrs Wildthyme's home, feeling it to be quite 
beautiful. "Sail right, inn it?’ commented Mrs Wildthyme. 'Some duke 
or other lent it me. And | was relieved to find it had all the doings 
inside, even if they are hidden away. | hate times when it's all 
throwing yer slops out of the window and suchlike. Very unhygienic.' 

‘Indeed,’ said Mary. ‘Quite,’ said Julia. 

‘But no proper bathrooms to be had. Which on the one hand is a 
shame, cos a nice romantic bath with lots of candles is always a 
good bet, but on the other hand there aren't any bubbles either, and 
without being able to stick a cheeky toe out of the foam it's no more 
than a wet woman in a puddle.’ 

Mrs Wildthyme led them into the house, and caused tea to be 
brought in to them. Seeing that the girls were greatly fatigued by their 
journey, she busied herself with the pouring of tea and the offering of 
refreshments. "Those brown ones are Jaffa Cakes; she said, 
indicating. "You'll like them. ' 

And they did. 

And so the miss Grants settled into life at Mrs Wildthyme's. Julia 
privately confided to Mary that she understood no more than one in 
three of the words that Mrs Wildthyme spoke to them, but on the 
whole they found their hostess to be friendly and cheerful and most 
attentive to their needs, even if she did have strange ideas about 
what their needs might be. 
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Mrs Wildthyme often seemed bored of an evening, wishing for a 
ball or a dance every day, and sighing heavily when none was to be 
had. She owned that the company of the miss Grants was most 
agreeable to her, but found their pursuits not to her taste; she 
claimed to have no desire to sew or embroider, and declared that if 
her clothes had tears she would rather see some gentlemen called 
Marks and Spencer about it, rather than mend them herself. 

‘How about a nice game of cards tonight?’ she suggested one day 
over dinner, but on being offered cribbage, whist or speculation gave 
a great groan, and resolved to teach the girls poker instead. 'No point 
in the strip sort with just the three of us.’ she went on, ‘but I'll let you 
know the basics anyway. You know, just in case. Never know who 
might pop round. And on that subject.’ she said, closing one eye ina 
distinct wink, ‘this is all very lovely and all that, walks in the garden 
and writing letters in the parlour and suchlike, but we really ought to 
be getting down to business.’ 

‘Business?’ queried Julia. 

‘Auntie Iris's advice column. Teaching you two Little Miss Natves 
how to go about getting a man.’ 

Mary felt some embarrassment. 'I am not insensible of the honour 
you do us in offering us your wisdom, Mrs Wildthyme, but | beg you 
will not trouble yourself.’ 

Her words might not have been spoken for all the notice Mrs 
Wildthyme took of them. 

‘Now, are you really sure you want a man? Or let's make that two 
men, one each. Or how about ... no, let's not be greedy. Anyway, 
smelly socks, beer bellies, picking their noses - not to mention all that 
female oppression they go in for in this century - doesn't sound like 
much of a bargain, does it? Not that I've got anything against men, 
mind you, like 'em as much as the next woman, even if the next 
woman's Elizabeth Taylor - but your life doesn't have to revolve 
around one. | have heard it said that a woman needs a man like a 
fish needs a bicycle.’ 

'What is a bicycle?’ enquired Julia, 

Mrs Wildthyme looked nonplussed for a moment. 'It's a thing you 
ride.’ 

‘Like a horse?’ 

She nodded. 'Principle's similar, yes. Only with more wheels and 
less crapping on the road.’ 
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'So ... a woman needs a man like a fish needs a horse with 
wheels?’ 

‘That's the way of it. Anyway, | can see | haven't convinced you, so 
we might as well just get down to it. Tell me, what's a man after, in 
your opinion?’ Mary and Julia considered this. 'A reasonable fortune; 
said Julia. 

‘Good family and connections; said Mary. 

‘Accomplishments.’ said Julia. 

'A prudent and modest temperament; said Mary. 'Gentility; said 
Julia. 

‘Deportment and grace; said Mary. 

'Wrong!' said Mrs Wildthyme. 'Always assuming what you mean by 
"accomplishments" is not what I'd mean by "accomplishments”.' 

‘So what do you think a man requires, Mrs Wildthyme?' enquired 
Julia politely. 

‘I'll tell you; said Mrs Wildthyme. 

‘We'll start off simple. Hobbies and that. Now, men, being as how 
they don't have a lot of imagination, like a woman who's got the same 
interests as they have. So, what's a man do for fun around here? 
Take Mr Pemberley for example, even a stuffed shirt like him must 
have a hobby or two.’ 

'Well, he has his estate to manage, of course, and visits to make, 
and he rides to hounds as all gentlemen do .. .' 

Mrs Wildthyme slammed her cup down on its saucer, cracking it. 
‘Riding to hounds! I'll not deny that britches can be a sight for sore 
eyes if the wearer has good calves and a nice tight bum, but ripping 
a poor little fox to pieces is not my idea of the right way to behave 
and that's an end to it.’ 

‘Oh, but the fox enjoys the chase, so we have been assured; said 
lulia. ‘Enjoy be buggered; said Mrs Wildthyme. She waved a chicken 
drumstick in the air. 'Does the chicken enjoy having its head chopped 
off? Does the highwayman lay awake at nights longing to swing from 
the gallows?’ 

‘But it is sport!’ cried Mary. ™ 

‘I'll just about own that hitting a ball with a lump of wood is sport, 
but grown men standing around going "tally ho" while a furry little 
Reynard finds his insides suddenly on the outside is nothing of the 
kind. And we're going to put a stop to it.' She took another drumstick 
and bit into it decislvelv. 
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‘And then do we move to save the chickens and the highwaymen?' 
asked Julia. 

‘Er; said Mrs Wildthyme, taking another bite. ‘One thing at a time.’ 

So it was that the next morning the people had great surprise in 
seeing a charade of sorts before the horses; Mrs Wildthyme was 
dressed as the approximation of a fox, such as could be fashioned 
from her coat - which Mr Price, upon observing it at Leatherbury, had 
said was made from the skin of a leopard, but that Mrs Wildthyme 
insisted was instead the fur of a creature called a synthetic. Here she 
marched in front of the riders to the amazement of all; even greater 
scandal was caused by the appearance of Miss Grant and Miss Julia 
Grant, who marched behind her bearing placards that read 'Ban 
Hunting Now' and ‘Sensibility Not Slaughter’. Their Aunt Price, 
passing in a post chaise, fainted clean away at the lack of decorum 
exhibited by her nieces, and was found insensible on the floor of the 
carriage some time later by a groom. 

The cheeks of the girls were quite flushed when they finally retired 
to Mrs Wildthyme's house for luncheon. 

‘Surely indeed they were most displeased with us! breathed Julia 
in a kind of terrified exaltation. 

‘At one point | lost a shoe.’ said Mary. 'I quite feared for my life!" 

Then they were silent for a minute, reflecting on the shame they 
must have brought on their family by their conduct. 'But Mama 
insisted we did as Mrs Wildthyme bade us! Julia suddenly said, in 
response to unsaid condemnation from her sister. 

That lady herself entered the room just at that moment, munching 
on a stick of some crumbly brown substance. ‘Cadbury's Flake.’ she 
said. 'We might be getting to those later.’ She chuckled. 'Demos 
always give me an appetite. | put on half a stone during Ban the 
Bomb. Still, we gave those pink coated chinless wonders something 
to think about. They won't be chasing after poor defenseless little 
animals again in a hurry. 

Julia endeavoured to turn the conversation to the subject which 
was the cause of their whole situation. 'Does not Lord Thomas hunt 
or shoot?’ she enquired. 

‘Lord who?' said Mrs Wildthyme. 

‘Lord Thomas.’ said Julia again. ‘Your ward. 

‘Oh, him! Mrs Wildthyme seemed somewhat dismissive of her 
protégé. 'Nah, can't stand the Sight of blood. Faints if he cuts himself 
shaving. Can't even bring himself to squash a spider.' 
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‘| should think not!’ said Mary. She Sighed. 'I do feel as if | was 
asleep, and now | am awake. For how can it be that | had not 
previously noticed that it is indefensible to take the lives of foxes, and 
of partridges and pheasants, and, what is more, of deer and cow and 
sheep and pigeon and duck too! 

‘Woodcock?’ said Mrs Wildthyme, who had finished her brown stick 
and was gazing longingly at the lunch table. 'Now there's a name that 
conjures an image. 

‘Also woodcock.’ continued Mary, an epiphanic gleam in her eye. 
‘From now on, no creature shall suffer at my hands, or for my 
sustenance! | shall subsist on fruit and water, and tread on not so 
much as an ant.’ 

'Ah,' said Mrs Wildthyme. ‘Tell you what, let's skip lunch and get on 
to the next lesson. 

‘Now, these accomplishments you were talking about before we 
were interrupted by my social conscience,’ said Mrs Wildthyme, as 
they sat by the fire. 'What are they, then?’ 

Julia smiled. 'Well, we sing, and play, and dance, and draw; in fact 
we both had a drawing master in London.’ 

‘Not a word from me,' said Mrs Wildthyme. 'Well, that's all very well 
if you're planning on going on Opportunity Knocks, but | can't see 
how it's going to get you a man, and that's the truth.’ 

Mary sighed. 'You do indeed speak the truth. Most young ladies 
have similar accomplishments, so there is little to recommend one 
above another. Were you to be unable to do such things it would go 
against you, but just to be able to sing, or play, or dance, or draw, is 
no particular advertisement.’ 

Mrs Wildthyme frowned. 'So what we need is to make you stand 
out from the crowd. | suppose most of what you sing is all "fa la la"s 
and frilly bits about maidens. Well, not any more. Here's what we're 
going to do .. .' 

‘| do declare, | am quite hoarse!’ croaked Mary, some time later. 
‘And | did not understand a word of what we were singing! Why 
should we be so keen to assure our audience that we would survive? 
They surely could not be expecting us to succumb to a consumptive 
fever in the middle of a recitation. And the other one, about our boots 
being made for walking - well, tell me sister, what else would boots 
be made for?’ 

‘| thought they were wonderful!’ said Julia, her eyes gleaming. ‘| 
wish to learn many more such songs! Already | am feeling a strange 
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desire to walk all over a man, and discover if he is in fact a big 
spender .. .' 

Mrs Wildthyme bustled in at that moment. 'Now, here you go, 
Jules,’ she said, holding out a very small piece of cloth and a little 
clear bag full of tiny discs, ‘this is what we call lame, and these' - she 
waved the bag so the discs shimmered and sparkled in the light - ‘are 
what we call sequins. So if you did want to do some sewing tonight, 
I've got a few ideas .. .' 

It was time both for tea and for Mrs Wildthyme's next lesson. 
'We're getting at the meat of it now,’ she said. 'No offence, Mary, and 
Incidentally | hope you're enjoying your hummus.’ 

Mary and Julia leant forwards in their seats expectantly. 

‘| was watching you both at the ball, and the first mistake you're 
making is all this coy, "Oh, sir!" business. I'm not saying it's a bad 
thing to play hard to get, but if you make it too hard for him to get 
anything, then hard is what he won't get, if you get the picture. A bit 
less fluttering yer eyelashes and a bit more flashing yer drawers is in 
order.’ 

Julia almost choked on her cucumber sandwich. 'But what then of 
modesty?’ 

‘Oh, modesty be buggered. Look, those corsets are already 
pushing things up in a way that'd make Eva Herzigova proud, so let's 
not go around bleating that we're so shy and modest. Bit 0' lipstick, 
bit 0' footsie under the table, and Bob's your uncle. 

‘Uncle Price is our uncle,’ corrected Mary. 

‘Whatever,’ said Mrs Wildthyme. 'Now, let's think up some good 
chat-up lines. 

At last word arrived that Lord Thomas was expected in a seven- 
night. Much was the rejoicing in Mrs Wildthyme's establishment, and 
both Mary and Julia thought happily of their mother and how great 
her delight would be if she only knew. 

‘Lucky my Tom coming home just as you're finishing your training,’ 
said Mrs Wildthyme. 'Gives me a grand idea. How's about a lovely 
big ball, get the local nobs in — oo-er - welcome back Tom, give you a 
chance of showing off all you've learned to that Mr Pemberley.' 

‘Oh, but Mr Pemberley is married,’ said Julia. 'We could not hope 
to entice him away from his wife." 

Mrs Wildthyme looked surprised. ‘Married, is he? | hadn't heard 
that.’ 
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‘The fact is indisputable. The information came from our own 
mother.’ 

‘Well, you learn something new every day,' said Mrs Wildthyme. 
‘Oh, well, plenty more fish in the sea.' 

‘Do these fish have horses with wheels?' asked Mary, slightly 
confused. 

'No,' answered Mrs Wildthyme, wondering not for the first time if 
her original brilliant idea had been quite the 'doozy' she had thought it 
when it first occurred. 

Mary looked satisfied. 'I am relieved. | had come to the conclusion 
that putting wheels on a horse would be an act of cruelty, and | would 
have to protest.’ She blushed. 'I have in fact been occupying my time 
in constructing banners such as you demonstrated to us on our first 
morning here.’ 

Shyly, she led her sister and Mrs Wildthyme to another room. A 
number of Mrs Wildthyme's good sheets had been sacrificed to 
display such legends as.’ 

‘| would rather go naked than wear a fur cape’, 'Make love, not 
meat pie’ and 'A companion animal is for the entirety of its life, and 
not exclusively for the festive season’. 

'Er ... very nice,’ said Mrs Wildthyme. 

‘Perhaps we could display them at your ball,’ Mary suggested. 
'Um,' said Mrs Wildthyme. 

‘And | can also ask people to sign my many petitions,’ added Mary. 

The days were now filled with preparations for the ball. It had been 
a cause of some consternation to the sisters that they might find 
themselves competing for the attentions of Lord Thomas, as the main 
eligible bachelor of the district, but fortune smiled upon them. Mr 
Pemberley, upon acceptance of his invitation, had begged leave to 
bring also a friend. And such a friend! 

'His bearing is most noble,’ said Miss Grant. 

‘| cannot deny his manner is extremely pleasing,’ sighed Miss Julia. 

‘Not half! | wouldn't say no to a bit of that; commented Mrs 
Wildthyme. The name of the friend who had solicited their admiration 
was Mr Crawley, 

and it was soon remarked around the district that he had not only 
looks, manners and fortune, but also was lacking in something; that 
something being a wife. A letter from Mrs Grant to Mary - for Mrs 
Grant, although holding out great hopes for Lord Thomas, had not 
yet abandoned the idea of seeing both her daughters effect early and 
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advantageous marriages _ indicated that intelligence led her to 
believe that Mr Crawley was not known to be paying attentions to any 
young lady, so there was a great deal of hope there. 

Mary conveyed the substance of these remarks about Mr Crawley 
to Mrs Wildthyme, propriety however forbade her mention any hopes 
her mother might have of Lord Thomas. 

'So you're thinking that way, are you?’ said Mrs Wildthyme. 'Well, | 
reckon it's time for our final lesson, then. And pay attention, because 
it's the big one. 

'So, you've paid attention to his. hobbies, and he's taken notice of 
your accomplishments, and maybe there's even been a bit of tonsil 
tennis behind the bike sheds. So you're all ready to walk up the aisle, 
right? Wrong! What if on your wedding night you find out he'd be 
embarrassed by a chipolata and thinks carnal desires is something to 
do with wanting a new waterway? What price maidenly virtue then? 
Far better to know what you're letting yourself in for, so you can 
make your excuses in plenty of time. 

‘Now, there's some folks as say that those as know no better will 
never be disappointed. And what | say to that is, cobblers.' 

‘Shoe menders?' enquired Julia. 

'No,' said Mrs Wildthyme. 'As a point of interest, it's actually 
rhyming slang. "Cobblers' awls." But | think you'll need this lesson 
before you understand what that's rhyming slang for ... ' 

At this point, Mrs Wildthyme produced some illustrated pamphlets, 
which she distributed to the girls. 

Ten minutes later, after judicious deployment of smelling salts, the 
girls regained consciousness. 

‘Come on, come on, come on! said Mrs Wildthyme impatiently, as 
Mary and Julia sat up once more. 'We've a lot to get through.’ 

And she began, once more, to explain. 

Mary and Julia, in light of their new-found information, were sorry 
to learn that Lord Thomas was not expected home until the very 
evening of the ball itself. 

‘| think he wants to make a bit of an entrance,’ Mrs Wildthyme 
confided, as they waited for the first guests to arrive. 

Mrs Grant had been invited, as had her sister Mrs Price. Both were 

confident that a ball at which Mary and Julia were practically the 
guests of honour would see both sisters end the night affianced. 
Their eagerness only increased with the arrival of Mr Pemberley, and 
what was of greater importance, Mr Crawley with him. 
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An introduction was soon effected between Mr Crawley and Miss 
Grant. ‘That is a delightful dress, Miss Grant,’ said Mr Crawley. 

Mary blushed prettily. "Thank you. | am robed in unbleached 
natural fabrics of plant origin, for minimum harm to our environment. 
May | offer you a erudite?’ 

It was then Mr Crawley's turn to colour. Mary hastened to explain. 
‘They are simple sticks of raw vegetable. | desired of Mrs Wildthyme 
that no flesh be served, for how could one enjoy a feast knowing that 
our fellow living creatures gave their lives for it? Now, could | interest 
you in putting quill to paper to give me your mark on this, my notice 
to protest at the long hours worked by carthorses?' 

Later, Mr Crawley was introduced to Miss Julia Grant. 'That is a 
delightful dress, Miss Grant,’ said Mr Crawley. 

‘Thank you,’ replied Julia. 'It has no less than twenty thousand 
sequins, all of which | sewed on myself. Mr Crawley, if | said you had 
a beautiful body, would you hold it against me?’ 

Some time later, Mary and Julia conferred. 'Mr Crawley was happy 
to sign my petition,’ said Mary. 'He also confided in me that he has no 
time for what he calls "macho posturing", and never hunts or shoots. 
Alas, though, he showed no desire to dance, despite confiding that 
he in fact possesses "great rhythm". 

'He was most keen to hear me sing,’ lulia mentioned. 'Especially 
when | explained the sort of songs | would be performing. However 
he politely declined my offer of nipping out the back for a quick one. 

Mary Sighed. 'I fear we will have no luck with Mr Crawley, and our 
mother must be resigned to having two old maids as daughters. ' 

At that very moment, Mrs Wildthyme hurried over to them. 'My 
Tom'll be here any minute,’ she said. 'You'll love him to bits, | just 
know it.’ 

Mary and lulla exchanged glances. ‘Perhaps there is still hope for 
our mother yet,’ whispered Mary. 

‘Between you, me and the gate post,’ Mrs Wildthyme confided, 'he 
doesn't know yet that | invented all that stuff about him being a lord 
and having oodles of cash. Thought it might help him be accepted, 
you know, this century's not exactly enlightened, no offence meant, 
and it can be a bit tricky if you're black and gay. 

‘Oh; said Mary, as a young gentleman of West Indian origin 
sauntered in. 'Gay?' said lulia, consulting an illustrated pamphlet. 

‘Look at the arse on that,’ commented Mr Crawley, who was 
standing near by. 
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It was some time later. lulia had wowed the crowd with her 
rendition of a popular air, save for her mother and aunt, who had 
seemed somewhat overcome by the performance and had had to be 
led out into the fresh air to recover, and certain other guests, who 
appeared slightly bewildered. 

'Why was Miss Julia Grant singing about shaking her donkey?’ Mrs 
Smith was heard to observe. 'From what | have observed of Miss 
Mary Grant this night, | am of the mind that she would consider that 
to be cruelty to animals. 

Mrs Wildthyme finished whooping and applauding, and turned her 
attention to Mr Pemberley, who had brought her the glass of wine 
she had requested. 

‘It is a truth that should be universally acknowledged; she said, 
‘that this whole marriage lark is a right royal pain.’ 

‘| cannot agree, Mrs Wildthyme.’ said Mr Pemberley. 'I feel sure 
that with the right person, marriage must be a most desirable 
situation.’ 

Mrs Wildthyme sighed. 'And | suppose you think you've married 
the right one, eh? Well, let me tell you, it won't work. One day they're 
all teeth and curls, next day you wake up to find they've changed, 
and a moment too soon, if you get my meaning.’ 

Mr Pemberley looked somewhat confused. 'I fear | have not yet 
married at all, yet when | do | Sincerely hope it will be to the right 
person .. .' And he looked Wistfully across at the miss Grants. 

Mrs Wildthyme followed his gaze. 'Not married? But I'd heard ... 
So, back at Leatherbury, you didn't dance with anyone. Why was 
that, then? Proud, | had heard it said.' 

‘Pride is a sin, Mrs Wildthyme,' said Mr Pemberley. 'I fear | could 
not bring the courage within myself to speak to a girl with whom | 
wished to dance .. .’ 

‘Ah.’ said Mrs Wildthyme. 'Leave this to me.’ 

‘| am so pleased to have this chance to speak with you, Mrs Wild 
thyme; said Mary. 'For | have made a decision. Throughout the night 
| have found that others ridicule my beliefs. Very few people have 
been willing to sign my petitions, and there have been numerous 
complaints about the lack of viands made from the flesh of 
slaughtered creatures. It was my mother's wish that | marry into such 
society, and | have, upon reflection, decided that it is not my wish.’ 

‘Oi, oi, oil' said Mrs Wildthyme. 'What happened to "Reader, | 
married him"? What about Mr Pemberley and Mr Crawley?’ 
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‘Mr Crawlev,' Mary pointed out, ‘left the ball some minutes ago with 
your ward Lord Thomas.’ 

Mrs Wildthyme waved a hand dismissively. 'Probably gone to have 
a Chat about football or some other typically male subject.’ 

Mary drew herself up to her full height. ‘Mrs Wildthyme, | think not. 

The older lady shrugged. 'Oh, well, my Tom's got a way about him 
and that's the truth. Different lad in every port.’ 

Mary smiled. 'At any rate, it is no concern of mine. | want no man, 
with his hunting and shooting and fishing; his desire for venison and 
game; his insistence on conforming to society's prejudices. | intend to 
set up a vegan commune where | shall live with like-minded 
individuals; we shall walk barefoot as do the African slaves, grow 
carrots and potatoes, and eschew the company of men. ' 

‘And what about you?' Mrs Wildthyme asked of lulia, who now 
joined them, flushed with the success of her performance. ‘Don't tell 
me you're going to eschew the company of men too?’ 

Julia laughed, and made a hand gesture that Mrs Wildthyme had 
no recollection of teaching her. 'No, indeed! But | have no time for the 
repressed men of this country. | shall away to L--, where | shall 
perform in small clubs constructed especially for the purpose, 
surround myself with adoring fans, and practise free love.’ 

‘Don't reckon you need much practice,’ commented Mrs Wildthyme 
under her breath. 'Not after the groom, the butler, the footman, the 
second footman, the bootboy and the lad who delivers the fish. 

‘Still Mr Pemberley, though.’ she added out loud. 

‘Mr Pemberley is married!’ said Mary. 

'No, he's not, you silly goose; said Mrs Wildthyme. 'You've got the 
wrong end of the stick somehow.’ 

‘In any case, | think him most excessive proud; said Julia. 'I have 
no mind to speak to him.' 

'No, no, no; insisted Mrs Wildthyme. ‘I'm trying to explain, ducks, 
he's just shy, he's been trying to get up the nerve to chat you up. All 
that money, and that arse! Could be yours for the taking, either of 
you.’ 

Mary looked at Julia, and Julia looked at Mary. 'Nah! they said in 
unison. 

‘There's supposed to be a happy ending.’ said Mrs Wildthyme, 
sometime later, after most of her guests had departed. 'Boy meets 
girl, lots of misunderstandings, everything comes right in the end, 
happily ever after. Not one girl decides to take the idea of why 
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cucumbers are better than men a bit too literally, and the other one 
has just asked me where she can get a full Brazilian done.’ She 
Sighed. 'All me own fault, | suppose. | was only trying to help.’ She 
turned to her companion. 'You were probably s'posed to be the hero, 
| reckon. Especially after all those misunderstandings got resolved 
right at the last minute, about you being proud, and married, and 
everything.’ 

Mr Pemberley nodded. 

‘Rubbish ending, really, when you think about it.’ said Mrs 
Wildthyme. ‘Someone's got to get together with someone. And my 
Tom doesn't count, his "relationships" don't last much longer than a 
sneeze, bless him. Look, I'm just going to make up an ending where 
you decide you prefer older women and | get the rich, eligible bloke 
with the good arse, okay?" 

And, for the purposes of this story, that is exactly what happened. 


The End 
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The Evil Little Mother 
and the Tragic Old Bat 


Jonathan Blum 


Medea stands, breathing deep, letting the taste of ashes fill her 
mouth. Her children are calling to her. 

She pictures the fire again, draws it forth, fills herself up with it - the 
Princess Glauce's skin blistering and blackening like charring timber, 
those taut young thighs which had snared her husband finally 
shooting forth flame, as all the heat of her youth flared out in one 
moment of infernal combustion. The poisons in which she had 
soaked the girl's bridal robe had paid her back in kind, for the poison 
that girl had brought into her household. Let her Jason discard her for 
a second wife, let him rend their house without so much as a word of 
warning to her, let him reduce her heart to seared meat, she'll turn 
every bit of that heat back upon them till it scorches them both. (He 
could have died in her searing arms, if he'd gone to her. But he didn't. 
She doesn't care. She cares more than anything.) 

All this fire in her head, and it's not enough to steady her heart. 
The next step, the last step, had seemed so easy when she'd first 
imagined it this morning. She'd watched her sons at play, their 
callous heroism as they chased each other with wooden swords, and 
seen their father's face in theirs _ seen every bit of the unthinking 
selfishness, seen the thirteen years she'd sacrificed on a stone to 
Eros, pictured the twisted faces of all the women whose hearts these 
two would break in their own time, then imagined their throats 
crumbling through her fingers like clods of dirt. At that moment the 
flames had warmed her. Then she'd seen her own face in theirs as 
well, and hated it all the more. 

But now something to imagine has become something to do. There 
had been that crashing moment of transition as she stood in the 
courtyard, when the messengers came and said her crime was 
known to the world. Any chance of backing away had died at that 
moment. All their lives were forfeit. She could run, she will run, but 
while a lone witch woman might stand a chance against the brigands 
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outside the city gates, one encumbered with children would be easy 
prey. To live would be to subject them all to all the tortu res of brute 
or law. 

So now, her sons. 

She draws breath, lets it ferment in her lungs, distilling into words. 
More of the words that have been buzzing round in her head all day, 
now worming their way out of her mouth. 'Nay, by the fiends of hell's 
abyss, never, never will | hand my children over to their foes to mock 
and flout.' She has no idea where these phrases spring from, what 
god has planted them inside her, but they are sharp enough to bring 
out the clarity she's groping for. She feels them fan the flames, from 
obsessive mutter to cry of self-justification, swept along by the wind 
of her own breath. 'Die they must in any case, and since ‘tis so, why 
|, the mother who bore them, will give the fatal blow.' Her hand 
tightens on the short sword, mounted on the wall. Even now the 
whirlwind inside is spinning off its axis, she has to fight to hold its 
certainty. 'In any case their doom is fixed and there is no escape ... ' 

'Um ... 'scuse me. Is that my cue?’ 

She wheels, pulling the sword from the wall. The strange woman in 
the doorway, with her straw-coloured hair and smile-creased cheeks, 
is fiddling with the little bronze sculptures sitting by the entrance. She 
wears the skin of a tiger, but with none of the grace of one who won it 
in battle. 

‘| mean, I'm always getting these things wrong, you know. It's 
usually a "who can save us now" or summat, but | don't know, the 
conventions are all different here. | suppose just talking about 
inescapable doom will do. Anyway ... ' 

'Who are you?’ shouts Medea, with all the force of the queen she 
should have been. Had she stayed at home, not followed Jason back 
to this strange land. But there's something high and thin in her voice, 
more ragged than she wants to admit. She must be weak, too weak, 
because the strange woman takes it in her stride. 

"You can call me Iris ... oh, hang on, she's a goddess round now, 
isn't she? 

Well, never mind about that. Maybe it's better if you don't think of 
me as anyone in particular, really. just as a sort of random thought 
that's popped 

into your head. You ever have an auntie?’ 
‘What do you _' 
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‘just a favourite auntie, who'd play with you and listen to your 
troubles, and wouldn't try to be serious about it like your mum. Did 
they let you have one of those in the palace? Oh, God, | hope it 
wasn't your nurse who was your confidant, I'd hate to go through all 
that again. Well, just tell me, did you have an auntie?’ 

Her jaw is hanging loose, too bewildered to scream. 'No .. .' 

'Well, you can imagine one at least, can't you?' A taut, wavering 
nod. 'Well then, that's what I'll be. The idea of the auntie you never 
had. Call me Auntie Meme. I'm all archetypic archetypal. 
Something like that’ 

The strange woman is bustling round the front room now, gaze 
alighting on the tapestries, the mortar and pestle placed reverentially 
on a table in the corner. ‘Anyhow, | just wanted a chat, over a nice 
cup of tea or something. You do have tea by now, don't you? | can 
never remember .. .' 

‘There is no time.’ 

A wave of her hand. 'Oh, they won't be coming for you yet, it's 
ages till sundown .. .' 

‘You know what I've done.’ 

The stranger nods, eyes stretched wide. 'Ooh, yeah. Bit of a 
legend already, 

rea lly.’ 

‘And you know what | will do ‘ere nightfall.’ 

Another big serious nod. 

She tightens her lips. ‘If you're here to prick my conscience, 
woman, yet you'll find | do not bleed.’ 

The stranger blinks. 'Me? Conscience? Oh, you'd be wanting 
jiminy Cricket or one of that other lot. No, like | said, I'm here to be 
auntie, not mother.’ 

Her annoyance is getting in the way of her rage. If the words lifting 
her before were a hot wind, then this woman's are a raspberry blown 
across it. She can't focus, it's hurling her into chaos _ the woman's 
strange limping speech, low-born, skittering from thought to thought 
with no regard for proper inflection or metre. But there's no malice in 
her face, no suspicion or reproach for the haughty foreign wise 
woman, and after these ten years in Corinth Medea has almost 
forgotten what that's like. 

‘I've got something to show you, love.’ says Iris suddenly, moving 
back to the door. just a hint of desperation peeking through. ‘just a 
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minute or two _' The glare is back in her eyes. 'With words you would 
ensnare me, try to stay my fatal hand _' 

‘Oh, no, no, no.’ gabbles Iris, 'I couldn't argue you out of it if | tried. 
I'm just here to offer you a way out. An escape route, if you want it. 
For afterwards, right? Won't take a minute.’ She's got Medea by the 
elbow and is gulding her on, towards the door, and Medea can't get 
enough of a grip on the moment to stand her ground. 'Don't worry.’ 
Iris says soothingly. ‘It'll keep. And if it doesn't keep, well, then, thar'll 
mean you didn't really want to do it, right?’ 

She leads her out to the road, to a smelly bronze wagon _ a huge 
enclosed chariot painted red, drawn by what sounds like a thousand 
invisible bulls. Inside is a palace's worth of finery and trinkets, from 
empires she cannot recognise, jammed together higgledy-piggledy. A 
young black servant is standing beside a cabinet, carefully mixing 
drinks from a witches' treasury of potions and sweet toxins. He looks 
up at her, and there's a taut glare in his eyes which spares no 
thought for her rank or danger. 

‘Name your poison.’ he says. 

Iris interrupts him reproachfully _ 'Tom' _ and he withdraws to the 
seat at the front before Medea can unleash herself upon him. Iris 
fusses over the drinks cabinet, and obtains for her a sparkling 
emerald drink which tastes like a murder in a fruit orchard. It's 
garnished with a leaf the likes of which she's never seen before, a 
perfect circle with a thick woody stem, more delicate than the finest 
imported parchments. It tastes lifeless, though, and she wonders 
whether she was meant to eat it. She can't remember when last she 
ate anything. 

‘Anyway.’ says Iris, over a large fizzing concoction of her own, ‘| 
really don't blame you. So you killed the other woman. Bit of a wish- 
fulfilment fantasy, | suppose, but | can see where you're coming from 


‘And her father.’ says Medea, her voice still tight. ‘King Creon held 
his daughter as the poisons did their work.’ 

Iris shakes her head, her sympathetic smile getting ever more 
nervous. ‘Bit rough, isn't it? Collateral damage and all _' 

'He banished me!’ shouts Medea suddenly, and Iris tries to flinch 
back into the wall. 'Before | e'er took arms against a soul. He said he 
feared me, for the harm | might yet do against my husband's bride _' 

"You don't say.’ mutters Tom from the front, and Iris does her best 
to elbow him sharply in the ribs with just a look. 
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'So | was to be expelled by sundown. | am banished ... my sons to 
stay. | can no longer protect them. And with my crime, as regicide ... 
their lives are forfeit.’ Her voice has gone quiet, as the thoughts eat 
away at her. 'There is nothing for them now but torture, shame and 
death.’ 

lris's voice goes suddenly quiet. ‘And you want to spare them that.’ 

The words take her by surprise. Suddenly she's back in the 
courtyard, seeing her sons again with those fresh eyes once the 
messengers came. Her whole body alive with sense memories, 
bouncing one child on her lap while the other tugged at her dress for 
his turn. 

‘| have no wish to prolong it.’ she manages, looking away. 'So 
you're going to do it out of love?’ 

‘Love.’ she says, ‘hate, any words you choose. There are no words 
to put my thoughts in order.’ 

‘It must be awful.’ murmurs Iris. 'Having to steel yourself for it.’ A 
cockeyed look. 'Can you steel yourself in this era? Do you have to 
bronze yourself or something?’ 

Medea's whispering now. ‘It makes no sense. It is more powerful 
even than |.’ A slow deep breath. 'But you said you had a way 
to'make my escape?’ 

‘You're in it.’ Iris grins, and jabs a finger to the front. 

And the sky outside is a dark swirling blue, streaks of light shooting 
towards them. Tom sits at a wheel in the front, driving the wagon 
onwards with magics unknown even to her. 

She's on her feet instantly, but Iris has her legs up across the aisle, 
blocking her path. "This old bus can take you to the past or future, 
anywhere you want. Fact, we're gonna give you a quick guided tour.’ 

The fire is back now, ready to consume them all. "You would turn 
me from my path, steal me away to spare the lives of _' 

'No, love, | mean it, we can bring you right back the moment we 
left. Come on, now. Have | ever lied to you?’ A moment's thought. 
‘Yet?! 

Iris takes the wheel, and when the blurring mist clears a short while 
later, they're in a back alley in a foreign marketplace. Athens, Iris tells 
her, and when the force of the sun hits her she believes everything 
the mad woman says. 

Tom leaves them, after much conspiratorial nudging and muttering, 
his sullen demeanour unchanged. Iris must be a strange master 
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indeed, if her forbearance covers so much distemper. But then, she 
has mercy for one who doesn't even seek it. 

‘Something on at the playhouse for you.’ says Iris, steering her 
through the market. When they find the amphitheatre the crowds are 
already streaming to their seats, squeezed shoulder to shoulder 
under the sun and baking with anticipation. Medea is surprised that 
no one so much as questions these two women attending alone, but 
Iris waves and mutters something about generating enough 
suspension of disbelief for the pair of them. 

She sits stonily through the invocation and other preliminaries; the 
crowd are ready to worship, but her thoughts remain below. Finally, a 
reverential silence as the first strings thrum, and the slow funerary 
drumbeats mark the first entrance.’ a tall man in commoner's stance 
and amplifying female mask. As he holds his first pose, Iris rubs her 
hands together with glee. 'Ooh, | do love a good drag show... ' 

Medea turns to silence her. But then she freezes, as they speak of 
her. 

It's a recitation, the tale of the wrongs done to her by Jason. And 
they're taking her side. They're terrified of what she might be moved 
to do, but their harshest words are reserved for the traitor of her 
marriage bed. Hundreds of years on, according to Iris, and they still 
know her, and see the crime done to her. 

She still can't bear the sight of it. 

(Not true: she can bear the Sight of it. It wrenches at her like 
childbirth, but she can stare it down. Never let it be said she flinched 
from what she had to do.) 

She doesn't enter the scene for ages. Finally there's a discordant 
wail from offstage.’ 

‘Would that | could die!’ The servants tremble, the chorus laments, 
their chants interrupted time and again by the howls from her soul. 
She sits frozen. They say these performances are supposed to 
soothe the soul, to purge the people's wild emotions through fellow 
feeling. Even those in the grip of their own petty tragedies can take 
solace in imagining some far more vast catastrophe. But for her, this 
moment is but a perfect mirror, an endless series of reflections, an 
image of horror only magnified by its exactness. There's nowhere to 
look away. 

Her double stalks onto the stage in dignified disarray, tottering with 
each 
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phrase between lamentation and vengeance, calculation and 
frenzy. Medea watches her, mesmerized. From her honeyed words 
to the king, Creon, willing to compromise just enough of her pride to 
spare them all from exile, to her denunciation of lason's claim of 
having remarried for her children's sake, she is never anything less 
than overwhelming. 

And the words she speaks are the exact words which have been 
echoing in her head all day. 

She finds herself mouthing along, Silently, as the Medea below 
faces her returning husband's self-justifying speech. Countering his 
own subtle poisons with scorching plainness. They're not the words 
she'd said herself; with the real lason there had been a hundred 
ellipses, fragments spat to the sky because she would rather look 
anywhere but at him. But these thoughts had all been in there, 
ringing so loudly she could barely speak. They echo even louder 
now. 

When her double speaks the words for the first time, of what she 
will do to her children, her guts spasm. The figure down there wants 
it, the way she wanted it, she hasn't yet understood what the thought 
means. It's a scene later when it finally sinks in, and by then Glauce 
and Creon are dead and it's too late to back away. Still she lurches 
from one extreme to the other, trapped in that same reverberating 
speech which had held her in the moments before | ris arrived. 

When she finally turns and disappears into her house, to cut their 
throats, Medea wants to let out a wail of raw horror. She wants to 
charge down onto the stage and shed the blood herself. She's 
repelled by the words even as she feels herself speaking them along 
with her shadow, and meaning everyone of them. 

And still the scene refuses to let her go. Jason throws open the 
doors to reveal the children's bodies _ but instead reveals herself 
atop the house.’ astride a black chariot, their bodies placed beside 
her, drawn by two sculpted dragons of leather and stone. Hidden 
torches gutter forth smoke and flame for their breath. The crowd 
gasps as one, no longer even able to distinguish between their horror 
and their awe. Perhaps now they can begin to imagine the tangle of 
what she feels herself. 

But mixed with her own shock at the Sight is a new black despair: 
unlike the playwright, she realises, she could never summon forth the 
beasts of Helios to make her escape. All that's left for her to look 
forward to is the Sight of Jason crumpled before her, realising at 
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least a fraction of what he's thrown away. Even now she's no 
cackling fiend; she's given voice Et> every bit of her horror at herself, 
even as she declares, ‘It relieves my pain to know thou canst not 
mock at me: Medea, drawn tight, manages a slow nod. She may 
know in her belly just how much of a monster she is, but at least she 
is only that much and no more. 

The crowds mill about at intermission, before the day's next 
tragedy, every one of them feeling the aftershocks of their own 
religious experience. Iris 

waits for her, as she sits knotted on the stone bench. 'So whatd 
you think, love? Four stars, better than Cats?’ 

‘| wanted to stop her.’ Medea says thickly. 

‘Course you did. | mean, who'd want anyone else to have to go 
through that _' 

‘You don't understand.’ She presses a hand to her head, trying to 
push her thoughts into place. 'I wanted her not to do it. I. .. still want 
to do it.’ 

She's braced for Iris to try to talk her out of it; even weary as she 
is, she's ready for the verbal battle. But none comes. Iris just shifts in 
her seat, chin in hand, and asks, 'How about the writing, what did you 
think of that?’ 

She breathes in slowly, almost hoping that strange clarity will 
provide her with a speech in answer. But nothing comes. She has to 
fumble on. 

‘Everything | feel. .. is in those words. But it's all in a different 
order.’ She's groping for words, a would-be queen who can't even 
master her own tongue. 'She ... goes back and forth, one to the 
other. Kill them, don't kill them. It's horrible, | have to. She goes back 
and forth. But I'm ... everything at once.’ 

She can still feel the unflinching clarity of those speeches. They 
could drag meaning from a scream _ but perhaps making it sensible 
and understandable is the biggest lie imaginable. 

Iris bites her lip. ‘And the words didn't make you feel. .. weird, did 
they?’ 

A sudden moment of relief sweeps over her. Iris knows what it is. 
In this matter at least she is not mad. In a rush she tells Iris of the 
words which possessed her before, and she can see the tension in 
lris's shoulders sag, as if her words had just reassured Iris that she 
hadn't lost her own mind as well. 
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'So the voices in your head make it all simpler for you, do they?’ 
says Iris, before brushing the thought away as she stands. 'Never 
you worry. You've got Euripides whispering in your ear telling you to 
do it, no wonder it's driving you batty.’ 

‘But why?' insists Medea. 'What means it?’ 

Iris leads her out of the arena, the hand on her arm reassuring 
rather than guiding this time. 'You people think time only runs in one 
direction. Well, if you can imagine that an observer affects the thing 
he's observing by watching it ... doesn't that mean that a really big 
observation exerts a pressure on the thing, to make sure it actually 
happens? Or rather, has happened. Whatever. Thing is, Euripides 
wrote about you killing them. And millions of people over thousands 
of years have read about it. Have taken your story to heart. And all 
the pressure of those words, over all those years ... all those eyes on 
you ... they're pushing you now to be the way they know you.’ 

It makes no sense. But then, it makes perfect sense; many a time 
people had spoken of destiny, of the relentless future moving them 
toward its endings. She'd felt it herself, that first time she spoke with 
Jason in the gardens of her father's court, as the breathless thrill 
within her told her all of this was meant to be. The utter conviction of 
implacable love, that come what may she had someone who would 
always devote himself to her as she did to 

him _ a faith that sustained them both through years of valour and 
crime. This morning Jason had blamed it all on a whim of Eros, a 
bewitchment imposed on them both. That it was not their true natures 
which compelled her and him to throw their bodies together for life. If 
that were true, would it really be that much bleaker if the god were 
not one of love, but of the future and its expectations, or even one of 
dramatic necessity? 

Iris Keeps musing as they meander back through the marketplace, 
trying to take it all in. ‘You think maybe the writers who made the 
things vivid for people, actually made them happen, in a way they 
never happened before? Maybe Shakespeare was a serial killer, or it 
was Truman Capote who killed those people In Cold Blood. Maybe it 
was the weight of all those cash-in biographies that did Diana in, you 
ever think about that, Tom?’ 

‘Not when I'm sober.’ mutters Tom. He's waiting outside the bus, 
looking a bit grimy and faintly sick to his stomach. He still doesn't 
want to meet her eyes. 
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She's still trying to wrap her head around the rest of the idea. 'You 
say my life ... my story lives on?’ 

A blithe nod as Iris fumbles for her keys. "Tom's from twenty-five 
hundred years after this, and he still Knows you.’ 

So that's why he wants to spit in my face, she thinks. 

‘And that's where we're going next, his time. There's still more to 
the story, you know. Want to see how well you're looking after three 
and a half thousand years?" 

‘They still sing of me even then?' she asks, stunned, and Iris gives 
her an odd little look as she steps inside. 

‘Nightmares don't just go away.’ 

To pass the time as they drive, Iris puts pictures on ‘the box’, a 
magic lantern which displays a drama from the time they're travelling 
to. The storytelling is disorienting, but she can follow the emotional 
core: two women go on a journey without their husbands, the 
younger, Loulse, is nearly taken against her will, the older, Thelma, 
kills in defence of their honour, the forces of law start to hunt them 
down. Medea finds herself hypnotised, with the same sense of 
connection she felt in the amphitheatre. 

She wonders how she can understand what must be another 
language. ‘Archetypes translate: says Iris knowingly, and gives her a 
wise and only slightly cross-eyed look. 

In the end the two women are faced with capture. ~hey embrace 
for a moment, then run on _ driving their chariot off the lip of a 
canyon, into the air itself. The music swells triumphantly, and the 
scene fades from view. Medea sits there gaping, reaching for some 
kind of closure. ‘That's all?’ 

‘Well, it's the best they could manage, isn't it?’ says Iris Witheringly. 
She goes up to the front and shoos Tom away from the driver's seat, 
taking over the wheel. 'Can't have them just getting away, oh, no.’ 

It takes her a moment to realise that they're supposed to have 
died. Surely 

their chariot could fly like Iris's bus? But Iris's face says not; the 
thought feels corrosive, like they'd wrapped her in Glauce's bridal 
robe. 

‘Sometimes you die too.’ says Iris. ‘Some versions of your story, 
you off yourself as well. lust can't live with what you've done. So 
justice is served.’ 

‘Never.’ says Medea venomously. 
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Iris lights another of her cigarettes. ‘It's just bloody typical, though, 
isn't it? No one bangs on about Hercules going barmy and offing his 
wife and kids, do they? 'Cause madness sent by the gods, these 
things happen, don't they? Doesn't stain you for life. You do your 
penance, bide your time, in the end you get your own TV series. But 
you .. ..__ and she looks at Medea with frank admiration _'... you 
break all the rules. Not just cause you're a woman. 'Cause the only 
one who punishes you is you.’ 

Medea keeps waiting for the twist of the knife. Every time they talk, 
she's expecting Iris to spring upon her an argument for why she 
shouldn't go through with it. But she's never said it. Perhaps this is all 
a way of making her feel her punishment even before the crime. But 
then why does Iris look at her with such enthusiasm? What is she 
trying to encourage? 

Perhaps she's as divided against herself as Medea herself is. 

‘Why me?' she asks Iris. 'Why did my story last, when so many are 
forgotten ?' 

And Iris gives her a strange wicked grin. "Cause you're every big 
scary powerful woman who ever grabbed 'em by the short and 
curlies. When they say hell hath no fury like a woman scorned ... 
they're talking about you, kiddo. You're the mother of them all.’ 

She looks away from those words. She stares instead at the little 
printed card dangling from the rear-view mirror above Iris's seat: a 
cartoon of a boyish woman with short spiky hair, swinging a double- 
bladed labrys. She's got a mad Amazon grin too big for her head, 
and she seems to be saying, 'No Guilt!’ 

‘And | think if you didn't get away, you wouldn't be half as 
interesting. You don't have to face the consequences .. .' 

‘| will face them every dawn henceforth.’ says Medea sharply. The 
words are whispering to her again, reciting themselves in her mind.’ 

‘This one brief day forget thy children dear, and after that lament; 
for though thou wilt slay them yet they were thy darlings still, and | 
am a lady of sorrows .. .' She fights giving them voice, she doesn't 
know what she wants enough to say it. 

‘Well, yeah, but the point is you don't have to face it their way. Me, 
| always say, consequences are the bits you don't get away with _' 

Suddenly Iris yelps. On her last hand-gesture her Cigarette had 
poked out the open window of the bus, into the bluish swirl which 
streams past them. In a second the fire had flared up and seared 
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down its length, burning down to the nub and scorching her fingers. 
Leaving nothing but ash. 

The time beyond the future is a stinking jangling crush of constant 
movement, a world as noisy as her head. She overhears Iris and 
Tom talking 

about 'the West End’, but she has no idea what it's the west end of. 
Iris is taking this trip as an excuse to get dressed to the nines in 
bulging gold lame, rather than give her any hints about what tonight's 
performance is supposed to show her. 

Now the theatre is indoors, the lights are multicoloured, the 
performance almost bereft of music and chanting. To her eyes it's far 
more grandiose, and yet the audience is far less prone to gasps and 
shivers. They're far enough from her now that the Medea on stage 
can grab their heart rather than knife their guts. 

Her shadow-self tonight is a woman, in a long black velvet dress, 
stark and beautiful even in her torment. Her face is no mask; she can 
see every bit of agony in her expression, and feel her own face 
twisting along with it. If anything there's more sympathy in the 
performance now _ the audience's horror mixed now with humanity 
rather than just awe. Or maybe that's just her own sense of triumph 
filtering through, as she realises her story is still being told, it has 
never been killed. If she has to live this damned life, this is the way 
she wishes it could be. 

When the dragons and chariot appear she closes her eyes _ and 
when she opens them again, she's on the stage. No, she's there on 
the roof, her roof, feeling the hot breath from the live dragons behind 
her as she paces above her husband and they carve into each other. 
Single sentences hurled back and forth, each perfectly honed. 'What 
god or divine power will hear thee.’ she hurls at him. ‘Breaker of 
oaths and every law of hospitality?’ Every line is the product of two 
bodies which have lain together so long, become so familiar with 
every inch of each other, that each knows just where to stab. Every 
line of his slices through her heart, but she will show no blood in front 
of him. Her hatred is strong enough to keep her heart beating even 
now. Instead she refuses even to let him take the bodies for burial; 
she'll give him not even that comfort, she'll bury the corpses she 
made with her own hands. 

This is what's waiting for her when she comes home. This is the 
moment she's about to live through. She's perfectly articulate, 
speaking the unspeakable, turning vengeance into poetry. There's a 
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clarity which is so far beyond her. It feels like the moment she was 
born for. Part of her would rather be dead. 

When the fog clears and she's back in her body, they're 
applauding. 

In the lobby afterwards, there's a dessert bar where the audience 
can mingle and critique. Tom isn't eating, but Iris is wrestling with an 
oozing mountain of cream and raspberry filling. That feels mOl'e 
jarring than anything; after the other performance no one would have 
wanted to eat. 

Iris is giving her another owlish look. 'So it happened this time, 
didn't it?’ 

‘| lost myself: stumbles Medea. 'I was becoming her, but she 
wasn't me, she was too perfect. She was so clear but I'm not .. .' The 
words aren't coming for her now. She's wrestling with them, but 
everything around her is out to throw her off. How can she find the 
heart of her drama when she's surrounded by casual babble, and 
patrons fumbling for change, and slices of 

torte balanced on little paper napkins? Even Iris seems more 
bothered with the spurt of raspberry filling that's just landed on her 
dress. In a surge of desperation she grabs at her and forces out, 
‘What do | mean?’ 

Iris laughs. 'Making such a fuss about it all. Lovey, you are the 
original drama queen _' 

'Had | been a queen, my husband never would have left me for a 
princess.’ 

For some reason Iris sniggers at this, and that only makes it worse. 
She clutches Iris by the shoulders again, demanding answers. 

'What is happening to me?’ 

And Iris's eyes are simple and direct at last. 'You're turning into the 
woman she's playing.’ 

‘But she's playing me.’ 

‘She's playing Medea.’ And the room chills around her. ‘The 
archetype, the character with a thousand faces. And you're about to 
turn into one of them. For good.’ 

Medea stands, feeling the blood drain from her. She can't quite 
grasp what Iris is saying, but somehow she knows what it will cost 
her. Around the two of them, the nobles of this time swirl past, 
ignoring the drama in their midst. 

Now Iris is fumbling in her purse, looking for a clean handkerchief 
among the ticket stubs and used tissues. ‘It's not an easy change, 
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believe you me. | went through something kind of like it ... | used to 
be much more, ooh, realist really. Then one day, | just wasn't bound 
by the way things were supposed to be any more. Unhinged from 
time. It made me the traveller | am today.’ A dab at the raspberry 
splotch on her dress, a sudden quiet statement. 'If you do that thing 
you do, you're not going to escape to Athens. You're going to escape 
into history.’ 

She feels her face contorting. There are no tears left inside her, it 
feels like they were all boiled away this morning, but there's 
something struggling to burst out. A sob, a scream, her last breath _ 
she doesn't know, and the question of what will come out terrifies 
her. It's only the shreds of her own will keeping her from bursting 
open, and from what Iris is saying soon she won't even have that any 
more. 

But Iris is pressing the handkerchief into her hands, even as 
nothing comes out. 'Don't you worry, Auntie Iris is here.’ 

She's clinging to her now, barely daring to breathe. 'How can | ever 
live through this?’ 

And slowly, a feral grin creeps onto Iris's face. 'By getting ripped.’ 

Their little apres-theatre drinkies turn into big drinkies, full of 
braying laughter and gleeful spiteful jabs at Jason's manhood. 
Tragedy can wait; for this moment with Iris it's all become comedy. 
She can't remember the last time she laughed like this. There's a 
savage joy in taking his constant presence, throughout her whole 
adult life, and reducing him to a travesty _ a satyr play, a burlesque 
of everything he meant to her. Iris keeps waving her drink around, 
extending a leg to point with her battered moofleskin shoes, 

and uttering the arcane invocation 'Manolo Blahnik, dahling', which 
for some reason keeps sending the servant Tom into hysterical 
laughter. 

She remembers at one point standing up and declaiming to the 
bar, the words of three-thousand-odd years buoying her up like the 
bubbles in that champagne.’ 

‘Let no one deem me a poor weak woman who sits with folded 
hands, but of another mould, dangerous to foes and well-disposed to 
friends; for they win the fairest fame who live then, life like me.’ 

The applause is mighty, almost enough to drown out her hiccuping 
fit which follows. 

Once they weave their way back to the bus, Medea finds herself 
taking up serene repose on the floor, propped up against the edge of 
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the overstuffed sofa. She's fading fast _ the longest day of her life 
burnt down to smouldering ashes, like one of Iris's Cigarettes. She 
turns her head to Iris, now sprawled on the sofa itself, and tries to 
find words of her own. 'Why are you doing this?’ She struggles to 
focus on the Iris-shaped blur on the nearest armrest. 'Why show me 
this kindness? What do you want from me?' 

‘Well, it's just in my nature, isn't it?' manages Iris after a moment. 
By this point every word comes from the profound depths of the 
vodka bottle. ‘It's me own archetype. So I've got to, don't 1? Lovely 
mad little auntie. Always there to help out.' She buries her own face 
in the armrest. 'Yeh. Shoulder to cry on.' 

‘Got to stick her nose in.’ puts in Tom. 'Meddling. Irresponsible. 
Daft as a stick. You know the drill.' 

Iris tries to glare roughly in his direction, with the suspicion that 
he's rather less drunk than she is. 'And what exactly have you got 
against it, eh? Helping out this fine piece of, of literary history here .. 


‘Dunno,’ says Tom, in a tone that blocks any further answer. 
‘Maybe I've still got some mother issues of my own. ' 

He staggers off in search of his own bed. Now it's just the girls, 
blurry and sodden, each wishing they had someone else to work out 
their words for them. 

‘| want you to know.’ says Medea carefully, with great effort at 
dignity. 'Whatever comes tomorrow. Thank you. For the kindness. 
For... the chocolate martini.’ 

A snigger from deep within the armrest. 'We had to meet, didn't 
we. manages Iris. 'We're too perfectly matched. The irresistable 
force meets the comfy chair.’ 


There is little more frightening than Medea with a hangover. 

She and Iris rattle around the kitchenette in the back, in search of 
the Arabian delicacy of coffee which Iris recommends as a cure-all. 
Doesn't fit with her own herbal knowledge, but at this point she 
doesn't care. She catches a glimpse of herself reflected in the bread 
burner: wild hair, drawn face, taut squinting lines round her reddened 
eyes. It takes her a moment to realise she probably looked like that 
yesterday as well. 

Tom descends the steps from the upper deck, looking shamelessly 
underindulged by comparison. 'Well, if you two are done being all Ab 
Fab...’ 
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‘Ooh, temper, temper.’ reproves Iris _ her last words much quieter 
than her first. She totters to her feet, and the three stagger around 
preparing scrambled eggs and toast. 

‘What of Jason?’ asks Medea, as she stands over the skillet. 'How 
are his 

deeds remembered?’ 

Iris swallows hard. She'd been afraid of this. Actually, she hadn't 
been afraid of this, she'd been trying not to even imagine this in the 
first place. 'Weellll.’ she draws it out. They still tell his old tales too. 
They're desperately un-trendy, though _' 

‘| would see them as well.’ 

She flaps vaguely. 'Look, love, isn't it enough that you get your 
own starring role? | mean, the play isn't called iason, is it? It's not 
even like that daft Theban tart Antigone, who just drops out of her 
own play. No, you get the diva part. Norma Desmond and Mommy 
Dearest all in one ...' 

On she prattles, but Medea can see the desperation in her waving 
hands, the way she's hunched into a full-body harrumph. She tastes 
the bitterness in the back of her throat. So this is how it is to be. If 
she is to be met with lies and evasions, if she cannot rely on the 
woman she took to be her guide, she'll have to rely on the fire that's 
made her who she is today. 

Eventually they settle on the overstuffed sofa, balancing plates on 
their knees. Medea seems strangely gentle as they chat between 
mouthfuls; it could be working, thinks Tom, they might just get away 
with this. 

Till she bluntly says, 'I want Jason's story today.’ 

‘Now, | really don't think that's a good _' 

‘Would you give me half a truth?’ There's something scalding in 
Medea's voice again, and Iris freezes with her fork halfway to her 
mouth. 'I must know how he is remembered. Your man's life depends 
on it.’ 

She draws forth a concealed pouch from her sleeve, meets Tom's 
gaze with unyielding eyes, sprinkles some of the deadly herbs on the 
edge of Tom's plate. His eyes travel slowly from the pile of flaked 
leaves, to the flakes of those same herbs scattered through his half- 
eaten eggs. 

‘Batshit and buggery.’ says Iris, trying not to choke. 'I thought those 
were 

chives .. .' 
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‘Yours were.’ says Medea, her calm facade cracking just a touch. 
Too dangerous to be out of control. 'I would not cripple the one | 
need. There is a cure; he will receive it once you've shown me of my 
husband.’ Her eyes grow hard and stormy. 'By all the powers | 
command, l'Il not be lied to.’ 

Tom bolts for the bathroom, shaking. Medea sits back on the sofa, 
damnably certain. Iris starts after him, dithers on the spot, looks back 
at Medea and seems to grow very small where she stands. 

She finds Tom as he's cleaning himself up. The blood has drained 
from his face, as she puts an arm round him for support. 

‘You are so far over your head.’ he mumbles through a towel. 'Why 
on Earth did you even start all this?’ 

‘She doesn't want to do it.’ says Iris desperately. 'You or them. 
Look at her. 

She's panicked.’ 

‘She's panicked. I'm panicked.' He shoves the towel back on the 
flaking goldpainted rack and leans heavily against the sink, his head 
sagging forward till his forehead rests on hers. 'You're not going to 
get me killed, are you?’ Gently Iris holds his cheeks between the 
palms of her hands. She's smiling one of those eternally invulnerable 
smiles. 'Course not. It's me. Now come on, nothing really bad ever 
happens with me around, does it?’ 

‘But lots of bad things happen with her around. Her story's a 
tragedy, remember?’ Slowly he straightens up. 'You sure this really is 
your story now? Not hers?' 

‘Course it's mine.’ says Iris firmly. 'Yeah, she's complicating it. But 
she doesn't know what you've got hidden away upstairs, does she?’ 

For a moment Tom looks like he's going to be ill again at the 
mention of that, but the moment passes. 'Look, can you just answer 
one question for me?’ 

‘Course, love .. .' 

He stops, blinks. 'Who's driving?’ 

Medea sits in the driving seat, holding the wheel on its course as 
Iris showed her. Her breath is shallow, excited. Iris left music on 
when she went to the back, a song by someone named Alanis. The 
singer screeches like a harpy through every note, each line leaving 
claw marks across the face of the man who wronged her. Medea sits 
mesmerized. Her breath is shallow, excited. 

‘There are all sorts of versions of the story.’ says Iris's voice from 
behind her. 'His story, and yours. Seneca did a play which made the 
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old rat-bastard look perfectly justified. Anouilh had you kill yourself as 
well. Bergman, Pasolini, Martha bleeding Graham, they all get their 
claws into you one way or another. That's the thing about being an 
archetype, you don't get just one bite at the cherry. You can be any 
of them.’ 

The song has ended. Medea stays the course, the bus riding the 
invisible 

waves.’ she's driving ever onward, but feels not the slightest bit in 
control. 'I don't want to be any of them.’ she says quietly. 

‘You don't have to be.’ says Iris. 'Still time, you know. .... 

She's gone all casual again, all of a sudden _ as if this is a default 
state for her, and any other mood is an effort to maintain. The 
slightest lapse, and she reverts to form immediately: beaming and 
fabulous, acting like the best of friends with anyone whose path she 
crosses. For all her oddities, she's such a simple woman underneath. 
Or perhaps not quite a woman any more, just the image of one. 

She can see the forgiveness Iris is offering her, in the face of the 
wrong 

done to her servant. Still promising her escape from the 
consequences. But she can't quite take up the offer. 

‘| have to know.’ she says. 

The screaming school kids scamper out of the theatre, tracking 
popcorn into the worn red carpet, visions of sword-wielding skeletons 
dancing in their heads. 

In the back row sit the three. Iris munching on a jumbo popcorn all 
her own, still grinning with the excitement of straight-up blood and 
thunder. Tom queasily holding his stomach; once they'd arrived 
Medea had assured him her poison had in fact been a mild one, and 
he would need no more than an hour in the mens' room to recover, 
but even afterwards he is in no mood to test his intestines any 
further. And Medea herself: open-mouthed in disbelief, hands 
knotted, trying to take it all in. 

Slowly she stands _ finger pointed at the screen, eyes wide with 
rage _ and thunders so loud the sixteen-year-old in the projection 
booth winces. 

‘They. Made. Me. DULL! 

That version of the Argo's journey was more grandiose than every 
drunken after-dinner anecdote her husband ever came up with, and 
with all the dangerous bits carefully smoothed out. For her those 
days had been the first defining moment of her life: they took her 
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from girl to woman, princess to fugitive, obedient daughter to 
fratricide and killer of a tyrant. To this generation she was a spear- 
carrier, a distraction, a prize like the fleece itself but less attractive. 
She'd seen the squalling children cheer Jason as he hacked and 
slashed, and squirm at the slightest hint of the tangle of emotions 
she'd felt for him, and she'd felt a rising urge to take a scythe to them 
all. 

‘Ooh, | know just what you mean, believe you me.’ says Iris when 
she tells her this. 'After the fifth spitball hit me | was ready to commit 
mayhem meself .. .' But she doesn't see, she can't possibly _ she's 
still in a world where such thoughts are metaphor, or archetype, or 
what-have-you, not the truth of her blood. 

‘It was | who slew Pelias,’ she snaps as she sweeps through the 
lobby, ignoring the peeved glare from the woman selling choc-ices 
behind the counter. 'When all Jason's heroism was for naught, my 
guile once again saved him. And they know nothing of it .. .' 

‘All right, | can see where you're coming from.’ Iris tries again. 
‘You're the ultimate celebrity, famous for thousands of years, and 
these versions must be like, well, fake nudie photos of you on the 
intern et _' 

‘And this is the version the children will take to heart,’ breathes 
Medea. 'A few of the rich may know my tale, but the masses see only 
the hero. They will never even imagine me bleeding. They've made 
me irrelevant to my own life. A cipher!’ 

(‘Good thing you didn't show her the miniseries, we'd all be done 
for.’ Tom mutters to Iris out of the side of his mouth.) 

Iris shrugs, desperately blithe. ‘Yeah? Well, welcome to 
sidekickery. Least you're only visiting, you don't have to live there.’ 
She's babbling, trying hard to hold on. 'You think you got it bad, try 
looking at my life _ more often than not it's someone else's story, 
they get the real dramatic bits and I'm lucky to squeeze in and grab a 
bit of the adventure for myself. The auntie never gets a really big 
story of her own, does she? Sodding comic relief, that's all.’ 

But Medea pays no mind, as she stalks round the corner and back 
to the bus, wedged into a dingy Southampton back alley on a 
particularly mediocre Saturday in October. Iris clacks to keep up, 
heels skidding on wet cobbles. 'You've tried to hide from me that his 
fame outshines my own.’ says Medea, in a voice that sounds 
dangerously final. 
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A frantic shrug. 'So he gets Ray Harryhausen. Now | admit, that's 
nothing to sneeze at. But you ... You get Diana Rigg! You get Dame 
loan Sutherland! You get Maria sodding Callas! You get power. Even 
if they say you're a mad old bat, you get. .. , _ she fumbles for a 
concept _'... ooh, | don't know, it's ... dignity.’ 

The word sounds so foreign coming from Iris's mouth. Medea 
rounds on her on the doorstep to the bus, staring hard. Iris looks up 
at her, biting her lip, and Medea realises. 

‘You're jealous.’ she murmurs. 'You're crackers _ 

Medea's voice cuts across her. 'You're jealous, so perhaps you 
might just understand a fraction of the feeling that burns in me. That 
dignity is not enough. That his fame still burns when | want his ashes 
ground underfoot.’ If anything this is more cruel than all that came 
before: to show her a glimpse of vindication, a world where they 
understood his crime against her, and then have it stolen from her all 
over again. 

She shoves through the door as Iris unlocks it, presses her hands 
to her head as if trying to squeeze her mind back into shape. ‘Three 
thousand years and still he is remembered. Will his tales forever 
drown my own?' Her dignity shredding as she wheels on the spot, 
shrieking to the sky. 'Will his children never die?’ 

Iris and Torn slowly turn their heads, and look at each other. It's 
not a good look. 

Iris moves towards her as she fights to control her breath. 'Bugger 
him.’ she says Simply. ‘You've got better things to do with your life _' 

'No more.' As they watch her rage is quleting, becoming hardened 
and embittered. Her eyes dead and purposeful. Taking control, but 
not in a good way. 'I bear you no malice, friend Iris, nor even you, 
Tom. Ihad no wish to hurt you, | did as little as | could. But if you try 
to stop me now, then rest your faith on it, hell itself will never be 
enough to bar my way.' She places herself on the chaise longue, 
leaning against the chintz curtains, and rests her hand on the short 
sword she'd ripped from Jason's wall. "Take me back. Now.’ 

They travel back in silence for the first couple of hours. Iris has 
supplied another movie, The First Wives Club. Medea sits, hard as 
coal, and doesn't seem to take any of it in. 

‘| said | wasn't going to ask you not to do it,' says Iris. 'Well, | lied. | 
told you what you needed to hear, to feel better. ‘Cause that's what 
your auntie does, doesn't she?' She squats down in front of Medea, 
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trying to get in her eyeline. ‘Don't. just don't. There's still another 
way.’ 

‘Thy words | pardon,’ recites Medea flatly, 'since thou art not in the 
same sorry 

plight that | am.' 

‘Oh, come off it.’ snaps Iris, her voice tight. "You want to keep 
spouting stuff like that for eternity?’ Quieter now, pleading again. 'You 
can have it all. Fame and pride and two lovely kids with you when 
you're old. If you just let 

us help.’ 

‘There's no help for me.' Her voice sounds like it's coming from the 
far side 

of a wall. ‘If | am to be robbed even of my meaning _' 

And Tom bangs his drink down. 'What meaning?’ 

They both freeze. Slowly two sets of eyes turn towards Tom.’ one 
cold and murderous, the other full of certainty that he's just landed 
them in the shit. "You don't even know what your own meaning is.’ 
Tom goes on. 'You couldn't even be sure yourself, before. You want 
a meaning? It's that you're out of your goddamn skull.’ 

‘She doesn't have to be.’ blurts Iris. "These things pass, she can 
get 

better ' 

‘You kill your kids.’ shouts Tom suddenly. 'No matter how you 
explain it, 

you kill your kids. | don't care if you get better. They don't.’ 

There it is. Iris looks away, Medea stares dully in front of her, as if 
the words sit before her like bodies. Tom lowers his eyes, his anger 
worn down now to something hollow. ‘And it's not even their story 
anyway.’ 

‘What do you mean?' begins Medea. 

‘Your sons. They don't even get named in the play.’ He turns back 
to her, quietly, fearless now. "Cause it's not about them, is it? It's all 
about you and Jason. How much you hate him, what a shit he was to 
you ... and then it's about how you getting revenge means you're 
stuck killing them, or maybe you just do it to spite him. It's like they're 
property. Either way, they're not your tragedy.’ He looks away with 
disgust. 'They're a frigging side effect.’ 

For a long moment, Medea says nothing. The words are ringing in 
the silence. She could be about to explode, or about to collapse, or 
so ice cold that she'll neither melt nor crack. 
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"Tis true.’ she murmurs at last. 'My sons are not my sins. Those 
run far 

deeper.’ 

Tom still can't tell where she's going with this. Her voice sounds 
hollow, 

like she's given up, or accepted it. 

‘| killed my brother. Before Jason even took me as his wife, as we 
fled my home for love. I've killed kings. Pelias, now Creon, for their 
injustices. And now | must kill my children. | am a bundle of all the 
greatest sins a man can 

imagine. How could | not do this as well? What hope could there 
ever be for me? This is who | am. | am a killer.’ 

And Iris kneels in front of her again: one worn nicotine-stained 
finger under Medea's chin, forcing her eyes to meet her own. 

‘| don't give a toss.’ she says. 

Maybe that gets through. She can't be sure, neither can Tom. But 
Medea's eyes follow her, her mouth hanging slightly open, as wearily 
Iris creaks back to her feet. 'How can |?' she asks the air. ‘It's not like 
I've got enough friends rattling around the universe that | can afford 
to give up on them. Beggars can't be choosers, you know?’ 

‘Then why choose me?' murmurs Medea. 

Iris Opens her mouth, closes it again, before finally the words 
escape. 'Because | thought | could make it work.’ There's something 
forlorn yet shining in her eyes. ‘I've tried this before, you know. Way 
back when | was much more stick-to-it-ish, about poking my nose in. 
Thirteen bleeding years | spent playing a midwife and nurse to that 
posh git Capulet and all his other whiny little brats, just to see if | 
could come up with a good way to get that boy-crazy little-rruss- 
bossyboots out of the fix she was going to get herself into. Dragging 
her to lessons, kissing skinned knees all-better, making up endless 
bloody stories about Princesses 'Mary-Kate and Ashley to keep little 
juliet entertained.’ She draws a shaky breath. 'I stuck with her all her 
life. Followed the story to the end. Ran around backstage like a 
headless chicken trying to find some way to get those two horny kids 
out of town and back to my bus. But in the end, no matter how much 
leg | flashed to Friar Laurence, no matter how many tantys and 
sobbing fits | put up with ... they still up and killed themselves. They 
wouldn't listen when | said it'd be all right. She wouldn't believe me. 
The daft little cow. The stupid girl.’ She's run out of words to cushion 
the fact. 'The child.’ 
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Medea has no words. Tom reaches out to hold Iris up, but she 
flaps him away and settles on the corner of the chaise longue, 
holding her own knees. She swallows hard before continuing. 

‘And at the end of the day who cares how | feel about it? She's the 
dead one. It was her story, not mine, | didn't mean anything special. 
Not like her. That's my part, isn't it. Always the bridesmaid, never the 
bride. Always the midwife, never the mum.’ 

A long empty pause. Tom goes to sit beside Iris, not knowing 
whether he can reach her either. 

Finally Medea's flat voice is back, more gently now. 'You love not 
Wisely but well.’ 

Iris manages a wave of her hand. 'Pfah. Not all that well either.’ 

She wants to tell Medea that Tom was talking through his arse, 
that she means a whole bunch of things, all proud and true and ugly 
and important and all of that. Or, Medea does, even though she 
doesn't have to be her. But she can't get her words in order, she 
doesn't have a writer on her side, and 

as Medea slowly draws herself erect she's far too far away to know 
what she is thinking. 

‘My choice will come from me, and me alone. Not Medea. And not 
you. This story is mine.’ She stands and half-sleepwalks towards the 
view at front of the bus. ‘And still my rage will live for four thousand 
years.’ she murmurs. 

Merrnerus and Pheres are waiting in the palace, as their mother 
bade them to. One is nine now, the other eleven. Their thoughts are 
full of tonight's dinner, and how they have been promised they will 
spared their mother's fate in exile. 

When Mother comes she's with a stranger, a frowsy commoner in 
an outlandish jumble of clothes. Behind her, Mother stands and 
waits, her face lined and masklike, holding a short sword at her side. 

The strange woman hugs each of them to her as if they were her 
own. 

She's shaking on her feet, they can feel the quaver in her arms as 
she clings to their shoulders. Like she's very, very old and she can't 
stand without children to support her. She pulls back to look at them, 
and the paint on her face is badly soaked round her eyes, her face 
twisting as if it's about to crack along her crow's-feet and leave her 
spilling all over them. 
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She takes a deep breath and puts on a grown-up face, the wide 
eyes they use when they want to tell you they're serious. She 
swallows, and her voice is a thick choked whisper. 

‘Mummy's got to do a very bad thing now.’ 

And when Jason bangs on the door of his ex-wife's house, his 
facade falls away: revealing the tableau, blood from two small bodies 
scattered across the floor like fragments of a lost epic. 

He reels, bellowing like a bull. There are no words obscene 
enough to capture this moment. Words would make sense, this 
moment is as far from sense as the Sight of a Routemaster bus 
revving its motor on the roof of his old house. 

He falls backwards and sits in the dirt, gazing up. 

It must be a chariot, a vast enclosed chariot sent by her 
grandfather the sun god. A machina ex deus, here to lift her away 
from all consequence. The woman he called wife stands in its 
doorway on the bottom step, robes whipping in the wind. Blood 
soaking her from neck down; she sees how befouled she is, but the 
vengeance in her eyes drowns out everything else. Beside her, 
through a window, he can see the bodies lying aboard. She's 
perfectly still now. The frenzy is gone; the hate will never move. 

Now there are words. Hers and his, limping through. They have no 
poetry, cut no incisions: they are fragments. Cudgel blows. They 
follow no thread that would be visible to anyone else; just the thread 
that's connected the two of them for the past thirteen years. 

And through it all Tom sits in the back of the bus, watching 
Mermerus and 

Pheres stare in fascination at the Game Boys he's given them to 
keep them quiet. 

He'd been so sure that she wouldn't turn away. He still can't quite 
be sure what tipped her balance in the end. He'd been waiting 
outside the door, with the packets of pigs' blood he'd picked up from 
the butcher in his time, and if she'd raised her sword he's sure he 
would have come charging in. He's sure of it. He hopes to God he 
would have had the courage. But in the end she'd let Iris lead the 
children away, while she slowly took the blood-bags and squeezed 
them like paint to form two murder scenes. He'd left her there while 
he went back to the bus to help dress the two borrowed corpses _ 
picked up on loan from a disreputable cemetery in Athens, 
anonymous boys of about the right age and size, kept hidden on ice 
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in the top half of the bus _ and place them in the bus windows for 
Jason to see. Stage dressing. 

Still, if this is a happy ending, they've stuck him with the shit part of 
getting there. Typical of her, while Iris got to swan about at the 
theatre in Athens, he'd been on cemetery duty. 

He looked back at Medea just once, as he left the room of her 
house: she was standing perfectly still, wound to breaking point. Too 
much in control just to lash out, too far out of control to back down. 
From behind, as he walks away, he hears the first of her throat- 
tearing shrieks of rage, as she sets about convincingly destroying the 
place. Doing things best kept far offstage. 

He looks at the kids as they watch the screen. They have no idea 
of the play going on around them. 

He takes the wheel for a while as they drive, while Iris helps 
Medea clean up. He steals a glance backwards, in the rear-view 
mirror. She's shed her bloodsoaked robes, stands naked with neither 
pride nor apology, while Iris fusses over her with tissues and towels _ 
dabbing at the spatters of blood that have soaked to her skin. One 
hand reaches out, gently touches Iris's hair in disbelief, as if 
expecting this strange, gentle equal to melt away at any moment. He 
can see she's shivering slightly, tremors of realisation breaking over 
her, still in perfect silence. She makes no attempt to wipe the blood 
away. She's a killer, she doesn't even wish she wasn't. But Iris is 
staying close, clucking over her, refusing to be turned aside _ her 
cheap kitchen sponges peeling away the surface, revealing all the 
bruises and the stretch marks and the natural curve of a belly which 
brought two children into being. 

And finally Medea turns, and lets herself lean on Iris as she goes, 
and descends upon her sons and holds them to her. She's crumpling 
to her knees and murmuring over and over that they're safe, they're 
all safe, no one will ever hurt them now. They've been spared. She's 
been spared. Tom watches her, not sure what's left to be angry 
about. She's not her. Maybe tomorrow she'll be sane again, look to 
seek penance or forgiveness. Or maybe not. But at least she has 
less to be forgiven for. He's seen the monster and this isn't her. 

The last they see of her is on the plain outside of Athens, after they 
balance the bus improbably on a large boulder. Mermerus and 
Pheres leap off and start running up the road to their new city, drawn 
to the adventures of a fresh name and life. Medea lingers, fiddling 
with the Oxfam shop peasant blouse Iris has given her (‘Fit for a 
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queen.’ Iris insisted. ‘They'll be all the rage this time next year, 
believe you me’). Finally she embraces Iris, and looks at her with 
shining eyes. She whispers, 'My blessings: and turns to the city, head 
held high. 

There are more words, but the play that spelled them out is lost. 

‘Oh, thank the gods.’ says Medea from inside the bus, as she 
watches herself leave. 'I thought I'd never be rid of her.’ 

The immortal Medea in her black velvet dress: absinthe cocktail in 
her hand, Hollywood-star-after-a-bender shades wrapped round her 
eyes, impeccable lipstick on a mouth that's full and wide and cruel. 
Tom hadn't actually seen her appear, though Iris had warned him it 
would happen _ in fact, that bringing her into existence was the 
whole point of the exercise. If this shameless fiend never actually 
existed in such a perfect form, if the real woman turned away so 
dramatically from her archetype, then it's become necessary for the 
universe to invent her. 

(Maybe that's where Iris really came from, he wonders, then 
decides not 

to think about it.) 

‘Well now.’ says Iris as she slouches onto the bus, and gives 
Medea a pixilated grin. 'We didn't do such a bad job getting you out, 
now did we?’ 

‘No.’ says Medea from the top step, an amused tilt to her head as 
she looks down. 'Not a bad little midwife at all.’ 

She sweeps towards the driver's seat, as Tom gets the hell out of 
the way. 'Now, if you'll just drop me at an appropriate spot, I've got 
centuries of work to do. lphegenia, | think I'll start with, or maybe tell 
Penelope about her husband's bit on the side _' 

‘Not so fast.' 

Medea stops, storm clouds gathering. Iris steps up to her, finger 
raised 

reprovingly. Next to Medea, she's in splendid disarray. 'I didn't just 
give you life for your health, you know. Now, this is what's in it for me 


Medea raises a finger of her own, a blood-red nail, levelled at Iris's 
throat. 

"You would command me?' 

‘Well, | don't know about command.’ jabbers Iris. '| mean you know 
that's not really in character for me, but you saw what | did, and how | 
did it ... and | can undo it my way, just as well.’ 
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‘You wouldn't dare.’ says Medea, deep in her throat. 

Iris blinks for a moment, then raises her eyes. 'I brought you into 
the world, | can take you out. Don't you think | wouldn't.’ 

For a long slow moment, they stare at each other. Iris shuffles on 
the spot, but stands her ground. Then the storm breaks, and Medea 
lets out a thunder of laughter. She bares her teeth affectionately. 'So 
what is it you desire of me?’ 

‘Stick around.’ she shrugs. "There's a whole universe out there. | 
haven't even introduced you to Germaine Greer yet.’ 

‘Is that really all you want?’ says Medea Witheringly. 'A little of my 
time? 

Have you no higher aims for a servant of Hecate than that?’ 

And Iris squeezes past her to plop on the edge of the driver's seat. 
An angly little figure, accessories in all directions, lumpy and saggy in 
spots like a teddy bear that's been through the wash. 'I know what | 
am.’ she says. 'I have lots of fabulous little adventures, but | want to 
have some really big ones for a change. I'd love to do the derring-do, 
but most of the time | don't dare. But you .. .' Her eyes look up to 
meet Medea's. ‘just for once. If I'm stuck being a sidekick, | want to 
be sidekick to the best.’ A slow lift of her head, a gleam in her eye, a 
promise of a leap across a canyon and a road to anywhere on the 
other side. 'What do you say?' 

For a long moment Medea watches her. Then she drapes herself 
across the front seat, and raises her eyes to a horizon filled with 
dramas. 

‘Let's raise some hell.’ 

And Tom goes to the back to pour himself a gin and tonic, in the 
one-litre beaker he reserves for really bad ideas, as Iris slips on a 
pair of shades of her own, and with a smoke-worn cackle of delight 
she makes the engine roar like a thousand dragons. 
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